Time Management 


Beat Work Overload. Be More Effective. Achieve 
More. 


This section of Mind Tools 
teaches you time management 
skills. These are the simple, 
practical techniques that have 
helped the leading people in 
business, sport and public 
service reach the pinnacles of 
their careers. 


The 40+ skills taught here 
help you become highly 
effective, by showing you how 
to identify and focus on the Bring focus to the way you work. 
activities that give you the mvistorkpogte 

greatest returns. Doing this will 

save you time, helping you work smarter, not harder. What's more, 
these same techniques help you beat work overload - a key source of 
stress. 
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Start with our short quiz ©, which helps you target the techniques 
that will help you most, and then explore the other articles. In 
particular, take a look at our prioritization and goal setting 
resources - these are exceptionally important. 


The Browse by Category box below will help you find specific skills, 
and you can skim through the list below to find useful topics. Enjoy 
them! 
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Work Smarter. Improve Time Utilization. 


This section discusses personal 
time management skills. These 
are essential skills for effective 
people. 
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People who use these 
techniques routinely are the 
highest achievers in all walks of 
life, from business to sport to Cty > 
public service. If you use these Ss i 2 
skills well, then you will be able 


to function effectively, even Spend your time wisely. 
under intense pressure. © iStockphoto/v_rybakov 


At the heart of time management is an important shift in focus: 
Concentrate on results, not on being busy. 


Many people spend their days in a frenzy of activity, but achieve very 
little because they are not concentrating on the right things. 


The 80:20 Rule 


This is neatly summed up in the Pareto Principle, or the '80:20 Rule’. 
This argues that typically 80% of unfocussed effort generates only 
20% of results. The remaining 80% of results are achieved with only 
20% of the effort. While the ratio is not always 80:20, this broad 
pattern of a small proportion of activity generating non-scalar returns 
recurs so frequently as to be the norm in many areas. 


By applying the time management tips and skills in this section you 
can optimize your effort to ensure that you concentrate as much of 
your time and energy as possible on the high payoff tasks. This 
ensures that you achieve the greatest benefit possible with the 
limited amount of time available to you. 


Time Management Tools 


By the end of this section, you should have a much clearer 
understanding of how to use time to its greatest effect. 


Did you find this article helpful? > 
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10 Common Time Management 
Mistakes 


Avoiding Common Pitfalls 


How well do you manage your 


time? ry 
If you're like many people, your 

answer may not be completely = 
positive! 


Perhaps you feel overloaded, 
and you often have to work late 
to hit your deadlines. a 


Or maybe your days seem to 
go from one crisis to another, Avoid these mistakes if you want to be highly- 
and this is stressful and Producuve: 


demoralizing. © iStockphoto/patrickomelette 


Many of us know that we could be managing our time more 
effectively; but it can be difficult to identify the mistakes that we're 
making, and to know how we could improve. 


When we do manage our time well, however, we're exceptionally 
productive at work, and our stress levels drop. We can devote time to 
the interesting, high-reward projects that can make a real difference 
to a career. In short, we're happier! 


In this article, we're looking at ten of the most common time 
management mistakes, as well as identifying strategies and tips that 
you can use to overcome them. These ten mistakes are: 


Mistake #1. Failing to Keep a To-Do List 


Do you ever have that nagging feeling that you've forgotten to do an 
important piece of work? If so, you probably don't use a To-Do List to 
keep on top of things. (Or, if you do, you might not be using it 
effectively!) 


The trick with using To-Do Lists © effectively lies in prioritizing the 
tasks on your list. Many people use an A - F coding system (A for high 
priority items, F for very low priorities). Alternatively, you can simplify 
this by using A through D, or by using numbers. 


If you have large projects on your list, then, unless you're careful, the 
entries for these can be vague and ineffective. For instance, you may 
have written down "Start on budget proposal." But what does this 
entail? The lack of specifics here might cause you to procrastinate, or 
miss key steps. So make sure that you break large tasks or projects 
down into specific, actionable steps - then you won't overlook 
something important. 


You can also use Action Programs © to manage your work when you 
have many large projects happening at once. (Action Programs are 
"industrial strength" versions of To-Do Lists.) 


Mistake #2. Not Setting Personal Goals 


Do you know where you'd like to be in six months? What about this 
time next year, or even 10 years from now? If not, it's time to set 
some personal goals! 


Personal goal setting © is essential to managing your time well, 
because goals give you a destination and vision to work toward. When 
you know where you want to go, you can manage your priorities, 
time, and resources to get there. Goals also help you decide what's 
worth spending your time on, and what's just a distraction. 


To learn how to set SMART, effective goals, read up on Locke's Goal 
Setting Theory ®. Here, you'll learn how to set clearly defined goals 
that will keep you motivated. 


You might also enjoy our Book Insight into Long Fuse, Big Bang © 
by Eric Haseltine. This book teaches you how to focus on your long- 
term goals without overlooking your short term priorities. 


Mistake #3. Not Prioritizing 


Your assistant has just walked in with a crisis that she needs you to 
deal with right now, but you're in the middle of brainstorming ideas 
for a new client. You're sure that you've almost come up with a 
brilliant idea for their marketing campaign, but now you risk losing 
the thread of your thinking because of this "emergency." 


Sometimes, it's hard to know how to prioritize ©, especially when 
you're facing a flood of seemingly-urgent tasks. However, it's 
essential to learn how to prioritize tasks effectively if you want to 
manage your time better. 


One tool that will help you prioritize effectively is the Urgent/ 
Important Matrix @. This helps you understand the difference 
between urgent activities, and important activities. You'll also learn 
how to overcome the tendency to focus on the urgent. 


The Action Priority Matrix @ is another useful tool, which will help 
you determine if a task is high-yield and high-priority, or low-value, 
"fill in" work. You'll manage your time much better during the day if 
you know the difference. 


You might also want to go through our Bite-Sized Training session 
How to Prioritize ©, to further enhance your skills. 


Mistake #4. Failing to Manage Distractions 


Do you know that some of us can lose as much as two hours a day to 
distractions? Think how much you could get done if you had that time 
back! 


Whether they come from emails, IM chats, colleagues in a crisis, or 
phone calls from clients, distractions prevent us from achieving flow 


©, which is the satisfying and seemingly effortless work that we do 
when we're 100 percent engaged in a task. 


If you want to gain control of your day and do your best work, it's vital 
to know how to minimize distractions @ and manage 
interruptions © effectively. For instance, turn off your IM chat when 
you need to focus, and let people know if they're distracting you too 
often. You should also learn how to improve your concentration 9, 
even when you're faced with distractions. 


Additionally, our article on managing email effectively & teaches 
you how to gain control of your email, so that it doesn't eat up your 
entire day. 


Mistake #5. Procrastination 


Procrastination occurs when you put off tasks that you should be 
focusing on right now. When you procrastinate, you feel guilty that 
you haven't started; you come to dread doing the task; and, 
eventually, everything catches up with you when you fail to complete 
the work on time. 


Start by taking our procrastination quiz © to find out if 
procrastination is a problem in your life. If it is, then learn the 
strategies you need to beat procrastination ©. 


For instance, one useful strategy is to tell yourself that you're only 
going to start on a project for ten minutes. Often, procrastinators feel 
that they have to complete a task from start to finish, and this high 
expectation makes them feel overwhelmed and anxious. Instead, 
focus on devoting a small amount of time to starting. That's all! 


You might also find it helpful to use Action Plans ©. These help you 
break large projects down into manageable steps, so that it's easy to 
see everything that you need to get done, and so that you can 
complete small chunks at a time. Doing this can stop you from feeling 
overwhelmed at the start of a new project. 


Tip: 


Our Bite-Sized Training session, Overcoming Procrastination 9, 
gives you more in-depth strategies and tips for dealing with 
procrastination. 


Mistake #6. Taking on too Much 


Are you a person who has a hard time saying "no" to people? If so, 
you probably have far too many projects and commitments on your 
plate. This can lead to poor performance, stress, and low morale. 


Or, you might be a micromanager ©: someone who insists on 
controlling or doing all of the work themselves, because they can't 
trust anyone else to do it correctly. (This can be a problem for 
everyone - not just managers!) 


Either way, taking on too much is a poor use of your time, and it can 
get you a reputation for producing rushed, sloppy work. 


To stop this, learn the subtle art of saying "yes" to the person, but 
"no" to the task ©. This skill helps you assert yourself, while still 
maintaining good feelings within the group. If the other person starts 
leaning on you to say "yes" to their request, learn how to think on 
your feet ©, and stay cool under pressure. 


Mistake #7. Thriving on "Busy" 


Some people get a rush from being busy. The narrowly-met deadlines, 
the endless emails, the piles of files needing attention on the desk, 
the frantic race to the meeting... What an adrenaline buzz! 


The problem is that an "addiction to busyness" rarely means that 
you're effective, and it can lead to stress. 


Instead, try to slow down, and learn to manage your time better. 


Tip: 


"Do More Great Work", by Michael Bungay Stanier, is full of ideas 
and tips to reduce the "busywork" that you're doing, so that you're 
more excited and engaged in the work that matters. Click here @ 
for our Book Insight on it. 


Mistake #8. Multitasking 


To get on top of her workload, Linda regularly writes emails while she 
chats on the phone to her clients. However, while Linda thinks that 
this is a good use of her time, the truth is that it can take 20-40 
percent more time to finish a list of jobs when you multitask, 
compared with completing the same list of tasks in sequence. The 
result is also that she does both tasks poorly - her emails are full of 
errors, and her clients are frustrated by her lack of concentration. 


So, the best thing is to forget about multitasking ©, and, instead, 
focus on one task at a time. That way, you'll produce higher quality 
work. 


Our Expert Interview with Dave Crenshaw, looking at The Myth of 
Multitasking ©, will give you an enlightening look at multitasking, 
and will help you explore how you can manage simultaneous projects 
more effectively. 


Mistake #9. Not Taking Breaks 


It's nice to think that you can work for 8-10 hours straight, especially 
when you're working to a deadline. But it's impossible for anyone to 
focus and produce really high-quality work without giving their brains 
some time to rest and recharge. 


So, don't dismiss breaks as "wasting time." They provide valuable 
down-time, which will enable you to think creatively and work 
effectively. 


If it's hard for you to stop working, then schedule breaks for yourself, 
or set an alarm as a reminder. Go for a quick walk, grab a cup of 
coffee, or just sit and meditate © at your desk. Try to take a five 


minute break every hour or two. And make sure that you give yourself 
ample time for lunch - you won't produce top quality work if you're 
hungry! 


Mistake #10. Ineffectively Scheduling Tasks 


Are you a morning person? Or do you find your energy picking up 
once the sun begins to set in the evening? All of us have different 
rhythms, that is, different times of day when we feel most productive 
and energetic. 


You can make best use of your time by scheduling high-value work 
during your peak time, and low-energy work (like returning phone 

calls and checking email), during your "down" time. Our article, Is 

This a Morning Task? © will teach you how to do this. 


Key Points 


One of the most effective ways of improving your productivity is to 
recognize and rectify time management mistakes. 


When you take the time to overcome these mistakes, it will make a 
huge difference in your productivity - and you'll also be happier, 
and experience less stress! 


Tip: 


To continue improving your time management skills, take our Time 
Management Quiz ®, which will help you identify where your 
strengths and weaknesses lie. You can also take our Bite-Sized 
Training session, the Time Management Audit ©, to hone your 
skills to the next level. 


Did you find this article helpful? A 


No 


a, 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


ap 


on Print 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 


Hi MLoraine, 

| agree that multitasking is an inefficient way to work. | find that 
when | multitask it's iin relation to conflicting demands and 
priorities that | haven't reconciled. I've used the tips in this article 
very successfully and thought you might be interested. 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/managing- 
conflicting-priorities.php 


What do you think triggers your multitasking? 
Dianna 


August 26, 2013 


MLoraine wrote 


So, so true about trying to multi-task. I've been trying to practice 
focusing on one task at a time and it's proven to be more effective 
and allows me to deliver at a higher quality. 


August 22, 2013 


zuni wrote 
Thank you, Michael, for your offer. 


We are going through a huge culture change. That said, we have 
the right CEO for the times and we are starting to see the light at 
the end of the tunnel. 


| work in a large regional telecom with over a hundred years of 
tradition and presence in six provinces, all with their own unique 
cultures. The regional telecom was formed through a series of 
mergers and divestitures. We are now a subsidiary of a national 
telecom. 


lam not a "life-er" with the company and have worked in other 
industries, some small businesses. It can be tough to watch 
employees who have started their careers with one version or 
another of the company respond to the annual lay-offs and high 
performance demands of the CEO. She is a no nonsense leader 
who speaks candidly with employees. A refreshing change from 
previous CEOs who permitted the communications department to 
spin a positive story and gloss over business realities. She is 


tough, but not without compassion. And, she wants the company 
to be a success story. Employees are not used to an adult to adult 
relationship. They are learning, though. 


Personally, | find working in a turnaround environment exciting. 
We are beginning to see signs that the business strategy is 
starting to take hold. The key for me is to maintain focus and do 
all that | can to ensure that my contributions move the company 
closer to reaching its goal. Everyone has a role to play in the 
business' future success. And as | am responsible for talent 
management and leadership development, | have numerous 
opportunities to influence change. It may sound hokey to some, 
but | truly believe in the company and the CEO. 


Zuni 


April 16, 2011 


MichaelP wrote 


Zuni, tks for your input and it sounds like you have an awful lot 
going on in Nova Scotia at the moment! 


Having posted the top ten as a reminder it would be great to hear 
how when reality conflicts with the ideal you still find a way of 
surviving! 


How else can our community help you in these turbulent times? 
cheers 


April 16, 2011 


zuni wrote 
Hi all, 


This article definitely nails the biggest time wasters. The 
challenge is to consistently apply the techniques in your daily 
work. 


One of the key objectives of my company is to reset the cost 
structure. We are operating in a highly competitive market space 
and implementing a new technology platform that will turn the 
business around. In the meantime, and until sufficient 
infrastructure is in place to turn revenues around, we are in a cost 
cutting mode. Ultimately what this means is downsizing as labour 
is our largest cost. 


In such an environment the focus is on high performance and 
results. Multi-tasking has become part of the fabric of our 
business culture. Interruptions and quick changes in direction are 
also common. 


| plan to summarize the "top ten" in bullet form and post it right 
where | can see it to remind me what | need to do to increase my 


effectiveness. 


Zuni 


April 16, 2011 
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Action Programs 


Becoming Exceptionally Well Organized 


We all know how useful To-Do 
Lists are when we get started in 
our Careers. 


However, To-Do Lists can 
quickly become overwhelmed 
when we take on responsibility 
for multiple projects - as many 
of us do when we become 
managers. 


One of the problems is that, for 
most of us, our To-Do Lists are Bringing focus to the way you work. 

not planned, focused, action © iStockphoto/Krockodilius 

lists. Rather, they are a sort of 

a catch-all for a lot of things that are unresolved and not yet 
translated into outcomes. For instance, specific entries, such as "Call 
Tina in Sales," might exist along with vaguer aspirations, such as 
"Write marketing plan." Often, the real actionable details of what you 
have "to do" are missing. 


Another problem is that once you have more than, say, 20 entries on 
your list, it becomes cumbersome and difficult to use. This means 
that you start missing key activities and commitments. 


This is where Action Programs are useful. Action Programs are 
"industrial strength" versions of To-Do Lists, which incorporate short-, 
medium- and long-term goals. They help you to plan your time, 
without forgotten commitments coming in to blow your schedule 
apart. And, because they encourage you to think about your priorities 
properly, you can focus on the things that matter, and avoid frittering 
your time away on low value activities. 


Actions Programs also help you get into the habit of delegating 9 
jobs. All of this lets you save time - and get away on time - whilst 
also increasing your effectiveness and productivity. As such, they help 
you bring intelligent prioritization and control back to your life, at 
times where you would otherwise feel overwhelmed by work. 


Tip: 


When you first hear about them, Action Programs can sound 
complicated and difficult to use. They are more complicated than 
To-Do Lists ©, but if you persist and spend a few hours learning 
how to use them, you'll quickly find yourself back in control of your 
workload - and a whole lot less stressed as a result! 


How to Use an Action Program 


Follow these four steps to create your Action Program: 


Step 1: Collection 


First, make a long list of all the things in your world that require 
resolution. Try to collect and write down everything that you feel is 
incomplete and needs action from you to get completed, whether it's 
urgent or not, big or small, personal or professional. 


To an extent, this collection is taking place automatically. E-mail 
requests are getting stored in your inbox, memos demanding 
attention are being delivered to your in-tray, mail is reaching your 
mailbox, and messages asking for action are accumulating on your 
voice mail. 


But there is also other stuff - stuff that is idling in your head, projects 
you want to run, things you intend to deal with lying at the bottom of 
the drawer, ideas written down on stray bits of paper - that need to 
be gathered and put in place too. Bring all of these actions and 
projects together and inventory them in one place. 


And - this is really important - make sure that your personal goals 
© are brought onto this list. 


Tip 1: 

You can experience tremendous stress if you have too many 
mental "To Dos" floating around in your head. You never know 
whether you've forgotten things, and you'll always have that 
terrible feeling of not having achieved everything you want to 
achieve. 


By writing everything down on your Action Program, you can 
empty your mind of these stressful reminders and make sure that 
you prioritize these actions coherently and consistently. This has 
the incidental benefit of helping you improve your concentration, 
simply because you don't have these distractions buzzing around 
your mind. 


Tip 2: 

The first time you create your Action Program, you're going to 
spend a while - maybe two hours - putting it together. This is the 
up-front cost of organizing your life. However, once you've done 
this, you'll be amazed at how much more in control you feel. It will 
take relatively little effort to keep your Action Program up-to-date 
after this. 


Tip 3: 

You'll find it easiest if you keep your Action Program on your 
computer as a word processor document. This will make it easy to 
put together, update, and maintain without a lot of tedious 
redrafting. 


Step 2: Pruning 


Now, process the list you made in step 1, by looking carefully at each 
item. Decide whether you should, actually, take action on it. A lot of 
what comes our way has no real relevance to us, or is really not 
important in the scale of things. If that is the case, then delete these 
things from your list. 


Step 3: Organizing and Prioritizing 
This step comes in three parts. 


First of all, review your inventory of projects and actions. Group 
together the separate, individual actions that are part of larger 
projects. 


At home, for example, you may want to improve your bathroom and 
repaint your living room: these can go into a "Home Renovation" 
project. At work, you may be contributing to the requirements for a 
new computer system, and may be expected to test and train your 
team on this system: all of these go into a "Computer System 
Upgrade" project. 


What you'll find is that once you start sorting list items, they will 
almost seem to "organize themselves" into coherent projects. (You 
also need to make sure that your personal goals are included as 
individual projects.) 


Second, review these projects and prioritize © them in order of 
importance (for example, by coding them from A to F) depending on 
their importance. (Clearly, your personal goals are exceptionally 
important projects!) 


Third, insert your projects into your Action Program (using the 
approach we describe below). The Action Program is split up into 
these three parts: 


e Next Action List - this shows the small next actions that you 
will take to move your projects forward. 


¢ Delegated Actions List - this shows projects and actions that 
you have delegated to other people. 


e Project Catalog - this shows all of the projects that you are 
engaged in, and the small individual tasks that contribute to 
them. 


The great news is that, by this stage, you've already created the 
largest part of your Action Program: the Project Catalog! This is the 
list of prioritized projects and activities that you've just completed. 


Typically, the Project Catalog is at the back of the Action Program, as 
you often only have to refer to it during a weekly review process. 


Next, create the Delegated Actions List by working through your 
Project Catalog, and identifying tasks that you've delegated. Record 
these under the name of the person to whom you've delegated the 
activity, along with the checkpoints you've agreed. 


Tip: 


If you haven't yet delegated anything, or you haven't yet agreed 
checkpoints, don't worry! What we're doing here is creating the 
framework you'll work with - you'll have plenty of time to use this 
framework later! 


Typically, the Delegated Actions List sits in front of the Project Catalog 
in your Action Program document, as you'll need to refer to it quite 
often. 


Finally, create your Next Action List by working through the projects 
to which you've given the highest priority - the projects that you want 
and need to move forward on right away - and extract the logical 
next actions for these projects. 


The Next Action List goes on the front page of your Action Program, as 
you'll refer to it many times a day. 


Tip 1: 


If the Next Action is going to take less than a couple of minutes, 
then why not do it right away? Make sure, though, that you come 
back and complete your Action Program! 


Tip 2: 


It's this selection of appropriate next actions that takes a certain 
amount of judgment. If one of your projects is of over-riding 
importance, then have several Next Actions from this project on 
your list, and keep other Next Actions to a bare minimum. 
However, if you need to keep a lot of projects "simmering away," 
have Next Actions from each on your list. 


Tip 3: 


If possible, keep your Next Actions small and achievable, ideally so 
that they take no more than a couple of hours to complete. This 
helps you keep momentum up on projects, and strongly enhances 
your sense of having had a productive, successful day. 


If Next Actions are likely to take longer than two hours, then break 
them down further. For example, if your Next Action is to write a 
report, break this down into research, planning, writing, fact 
checking and editing phases. Then make "Research" your Next 
Action, and put the rest of the stages as a project in your Project 
Catalog. 


Tip 4: 


You may find it helpful to number the projects in the Project 
Catalog sequentially (it helps if you number them 10, 20, 30 and 
so on.) When you bring next actions through onto your Next Action 
List, you can bring through the project number as well, so that you 
know which project the action belongs to. 


Tip 5: 


Where you have several Next Actions, prioritize @ them from A to 
F, depending on their importance, value, urgency and relevance to 
your goals. (If you have trouble deciding whether a task is urgent 
or important, our article on the Urgent/Important Matrix @ 
shows you how to tell the difference.) 


Then monitor your success in dealing with these actions. If you 
find that actions are "stagnating" on your list, consider whether 


you should either cancel these projects, or whether you should 
raise their priority so that you deal with them. 


Whatever you do, make sure you that don't have too many actions 
on your Next Action List - if you have more than, say, 15 to 20, 
you'll start to get bogged down again. If your list is too cluttered, 
move some of the less urgent/important jobs back into the Project 
Catalog. If it's thin and under-challenging, pull up some more Next 
Actions from your Project Catalog. 


Tip 6: 


As you work through this process, ask yourself if there are any 
tasks that you can delegate © or, if appropriate, get help with. As 
you identify these, put these on your Next Action List, with the 
action being to delegate the task. 


When you've delegated the task, move it onto your Delegated 
Actions List, along with the checkpoint times and dates you've 
agreed. 


Step 4: "Working" Your Action Program 


An Action Program is typically fairly long. But you don't have to run 
through the entire Program every day! 


Usually, you'll only be dealing with the top page or pages, which are 
your Next Actions list and your Delegated Actions list. Some activities 
may be day-specific or time-specific. Depending of the way you work, 
you can either maintain these on the top page of your Action 
Program, or mark them in your calendar. 


In effect, these top pages are just a new form of your old To-Do List. 
It's just that only specific short actions are outlined here, while the 
major projects to which the actions belong are stored in your Project 
Catalog. 


What you must do, however, is review and update your Action 
Program periodically, for example, every week (put time for this in 
your schedule). Delete or archive items you've completed, move 
items from the Project Catalog to the front pages as you make 
progress on your projects, and add any new actions that have come 
your way. 


Key Points 


Action Programs are "industrial strength" versions of To-Do Lists. 
They help you to convert the projects that you want to run into 
actionable activities, and then manage them within a three-tier 
structure. 


The "Next Action List" heading lists the precise, immediate actions 
that you need to perform to move your projects forwards. 


The "Delegated Actions List" records details of the projects and 
actions you have delegated. 


The "Project Catalog" heading lists the projects that you want to 
work on, along with other actions that you have gathered that will 
contribute to the completion of these projects. 


This approach helps you maintain focus on daily jobs and long- 
term goals at the same time, and it means that you always havea 
plan for "next action" at any moment. This reduces stress, puts 
you in control, and gives you a real sense of achievement. 


More than this, an Action Program helps you to manage and 
progress many projects simultaneously. This is particularly 
important as you progress your career, and as the jobs you take on 
become increasingly complex and challenging. 


Example Action Program 


Here's a simple example to help you understand how an Action 
Program fits together. 


Rebecca has been experiencing tremendous stress at her job. She's 
leading a large team through an important project, and it seems like 
every day finds her further and further behind with what she needs to 
get done. 


She decides to create an Action Program to help her organize and 
prioritize her many To-Dos. 


Step 1 - Collection 


After spending an hour brainstorming, Rebecca comes up with this list 
of current commitments: 


e Research our target market to ensure advertising department will 
hit the right tone with product roll out. 

e Finish cost-comparison report. 

e Research local MBA programs. 

e Speak with employer about getting help with funding for MBA. 


e Contact recruitment agencies about advertising rates for Office 
Manager role. 


e Write help wanted advert for Office Manager role. 
e Order new desk and telephone for new Office Manager. 


e Meet with Anthony to ensure he's gotten acclimated to the team; 
find out if he's on schedule with his project commitments. 


e Contact major supplier to renegotiate contract, accounting for 
our larger orders in the upcoming year. 


¢ Organize project folders. 


Step 2 - Pruning 


Now that Rebecca has made a list of everything she needs to 
complete, she takes a closer look at her list to see if any items could 
be pruned. 


After considering each task, she realizes she doesn't really need to 
meet with her new team member, Anthony. She spoke to him 
yesterday at lunch and he assured her that he was acclimating well to 
his new role, and was on track to get all his personal projects 
completed by deadline. 


—_—_———. 


She also decides that she doesn't need to organize her project 
folders. 


Step 3 - Organizing and Prioritizing 


Rebecca is now ready to inventory her items. She realizes she can 
group her to-dos into three major categories. As she groups her tasks, 
she assigns each one a priority from A-D, with A being top priority. 


Launch New Research our target market to ensure B 
Product advertising department will hit the 
right tone with product roll out. 


Finish cost-comparison report. A 
Contact major supplier to renegotiate D 
contract. 
Study for Research local MBA programs. B 
MBA 
Speak with employer about getting Cc 
help with funding. 
Recruit New Contact recruitment agencies about A 
Office advertising rates. 
Manager 
Write help wanted advert. C 
Order new desk and telephone. D 


She then creates her Action Program by splitting it into three parts: 


1. Next Action List. 
2. Delegated Actions. 
3. Project Catalog. 


She decides to put it into a word processor document (see Figure 1, 
below), numbering each project as 10, 20, and 30. 


Rebecca's Action Program 


Next Action List 


10 Research target Market. 
20 Research local MBA programs. 
W Write help wanted advert. 


Delegated Actions 


10 Finish cost-comparison report - delegated to David to complete by Tuesday. 
30 Contact recruitment agencies about advertising rates - delegated to Linda to complete by Thursday. 


Project Catalog 


10 Launch New Product 


Research our target market to ensure advertising department will hit the right tone with product roll out. 
Finish cost-comparison report. 
Contact major supplier to renegotiate contract. 


20 Study for MBA 


Research local MBA programs. 
Speak with employer about getting help with funding. 


30 Recruit New Office Manager 


Contact recruitment agencies about advertising rates. 
Write help wanted advert. 
Order new desk and telephone. 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 


Hi rtab - you definitely need to keep your next actions list short. If 
you allow it to grow too long you'll get overwhelmed. You just 
have to learn to be very disciplined about bringing forward new 
actions and making sure the actions you bring forward are short 
and concise. 


As for recurring tasks | put them in my calendar and bring them 
forward on my list for the week they are completed in. | find | 
helps me schedule and prioritize on a daily basis and | can't afford 
to miss them if they aren't on my electronic calendar. 

Dianna 


April 22, 2013 


rtab wrote 

Hi 

I've been using an action program for 4 months now. 

My experience with the action program is that I've stalled in using 
it for the last month. Primary reason is that | haven;t prioritised 


the various tasks and my next action list is too long. 


I'm overhauling my action program and looking at keeping my 
next action list short and sharp. 


I'm using two separate action programs , due to work restrictions | 
am using One Note for work action program and Evernote for my 
personal action program. 

Just wanted to know how people find the best way to manage 


ongoing/ recurring tasks, in your calendar or as part of your action 
program? 


Cheers 
rtab 


April 20, 2013 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Anne, 

| know how tempting it is to try out a new software, a new gadget, 
a new system ... all in hopes that it will help improve our 
efficiency. | know, | do it all the time and have to hold myself back 


frequently!! 


Yet, what I've found is often times the simple, less sophisticated 
systems work the best! My belief is that even with the most 
whizzy systems / software, if we do not have the basics down or 
under control, then how will using something new and shiny 
help?!? 


My moto now is ... start small/simple (and know that it works 
well!!) before trying anything new! 


How does that approach sound to you? 
Midgie 


November 1, 2011 


anneg wrote 


Everyone has done so much research here its saved me a stack of 
time.... thank you. 

| need to address my time management shortcomings and have 
read a few Mindtools articles on the subject. | have used Outlook 
Tasks sporadically and was thinking | needed something more 
sophisticated but having read the posts | think Tasks is capable of 
more than | gave it credit for so I'll give it another go. | ama 
sucker for new software and gadets so | need to keep my need for 
new stuff in check or I'll waste more time with new toys and still 
not get get my ducks in a row! 

Also I'll take a leaf out of Oliver's book and do the Time 
Management course. 

Thanks everyone 

Anne 


October 30, 2011 


oliverfa wrote 
Hello! It's me again 


| have finally finished setting up an Task Management System, 
which also works as homework for the Session 3 of the Time 
Management Course. 


For the PC | decided to go with Outlook. | know that there are 
many Task Managers both in the PC and the web, and that even 
text processors could work for it (I have read somewhere that a 
guy uses evernote, but that seems too stone-age for me) so | 
have started using the "Tasks" part of Outlook. Previously | only 
used it for really big items, now | have placed there my full project 
list. 


An issue | found is that my company has extreme silly "security" 
measures and they don't allow to install any program to the 
corporate computers even if they are laptops. So | have to copy 
the PST file and carry in an USB pendrive from office to home. But 
it takes just a minute to put that file in the USB pendrive and 


another to copy in the destination computer. 


The only thing that was missing, and that was very important for 
me, was having access to my tasks list anytime that | am on the 
go. Jumping the gap between Windows-Outlook and iPhone 
seemed impossible, but | finally found a way. | contracted a web 
To-Do tracking service called "Remember The Milk". The service is 
as informal as its name suggests, but it's the only one that 
synchronizes with Outlook. Then, from web to iPhone | just needed 
to buy the iPhone app. All together cost me $28. But now | have 
all my tasks in my smartphone. Then, if for example | am in the 
airport and have a couple of free hours, | can do a couple of tasks 
picking them from the tasks list in my phone. 


Additionally, | have set One Note (there is a version for iPhone, 
and it's free, at least for the moment) to take notice of any notes | 
need/want to take. One Note files are stored in Microsoft's 
Skydrive, which comes now with Hotmail and it's also free. So 
what | write in my iPhone with One Note becomes automatically 
available in my PC and in the web. 


| hope this information will help people who is in the quest to find 
a system that helps them to get more productive. 


September 17, 2011 


Dianna wrote 


Your feedback is invaluable Oliver!!! Thanks so much for sharing 
your process and outcome with us. There are SO many options out 
there and it's difficult to hone in on the one that will work. 


If anyone else reading this thread has come across a particularly 
good system, software wise or otherwise, please let us know. If 
there is a way for any of us to improve our organization | think | 
can Safely say we all like to hear about it!! 

Keep us posted Oliver! 


Dianna 


September 5, 2011 


Yolande wrote 
Hi there! 


| thinks the way you research things is just fabulous and many 
thanks for sharing that with us. As usual after a holiday and a bit 
of down time, | struggle to get organised again... Hard work this 
week to get my planning done and to get everything back in its 
proper time slots. 


Cheers 
Yolandé 


September 5, 2011 


oliverfa wrote 


It's me again. For the PC | have decided that | will use Outlook. In 
fact, | am using it already. The built in tasks support is more than 
enough to implement the method suggested in the Time Manager 
course, so it won't take forever to start getting organized. 


The biggest issue | am having is finding a way to see my taks list 
from other computers and from my smartphone. 


A way that is working for my office computer is exporting the 
tasks to a plain text file and reimporting them. Each day | do it at 
home and at the office. 


But what if the computer | am using does not have Outlook, or it's 
a computer | will use just once like in an airport? Office 365 seems 
to work. It is an online exchange service with web based interface. 
But... it costs 5,25 Euros per month (not a big price to pay for 
staying organized) AND when you access this service from a 
smartphone, the "Tasks" tab misteriously dissapears... | suppose it 
does not dissapear for Windows Mobile, but there are no good 
Windows Mobile smartphones at the moment. (Maybe that will 
change once Nokia releases its new mobiles) Not being able to 
use the service from my smartphone takes this out of the 
equation. 


There are a lot of tiny apps that are task organizers for 
smartphones but IMHO they are not really worth it. 


Finally, | think | have found a solution. There is an online service 
called Toodledo that allows to import tasks from Outlook and can 
be browsed both from the web and with a native iPhone/Android/ 
Blackberry app. That service even has a basic membership which 
is free. So the cost would be only buying the smarphone app. | 
think this time | have found the solution. (Yes. | know | just said 
the same sentence at the begining of this paragraph ) Will keep 
you updated. 


PS: | hope it's ok to give product names. This time | have not 
provided any direct link. 


September 3, 2011 


Dianna wrote 

Fabulous information! Thanks for sharing your thoughts and 
evaluations. I'm a fan of keeping things simple so Excel seems to 
be my fallback. Outlook is powerful too so I'm curious what you 
decide in the end. Let us know! 

Dianna 


August 31, 2011 
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Activity Logs 
Finding More Time in Your Day 
(Also known as Activity Diaries or Job Activity Logs.) 


How much time do you spend 
at work doing things that don't 
contribute to your success? 


At first, you may say "not 
much." But - especially if you 
haven't used Activity Logs 
before - you may be surprised 
by how much more time you 
can find. 


When you properly understand 
how you use your time at work, 
you can minimize or eliminate low value activities. This means that 
you can do more high value work, while still being able to leave the 
office at a sensible time. 


© iStockphoto/arekmalang 


So, how can you understand this? One useful way is to keep an 
Activity Log, and that's what we're looking at in this article. 


About Activity Logs 


An Activity Log (also known as an Activity Diary or a Job Activity Log) 
is a written record of how you spend your time. 


By keeping an Activity Log for a few days, you can build up an 
accurate picture of what you do during the day, and how you invest 
your time. You'll find that memory is quite a poor guide, and that 
keeping the Log is an eye-opening experience! 


Your Activity Log will also help you understand whether or not you're 
doing your most important work during the right time of day. For 
instance, if you're more energetic and creative in the morning, you'd 
be better off doing your most important work during this time. You 
can then focus on lower energy tasks, such as responding to emails or 
returning calls, in the afternoon. 


Activity Logs are also useful for helping you identify non-core 
activities that don't help you meet important objectives. For example, 
you might spend far more time than you think surfing the Internet, or 
getting coffee each afternoon. When you see how much time you're 
wasting on such activities, you can then change the way that you 
work to eliminate them. 


Tip: 


Don't confuse Activity Logs with timesheets - these are used for 
reporting on your use of time, and for tracking the time you spend 
on a task or job. 


How to Keep an Activity Log 


To keep an Activity Log, download this template, or open up a new 
spreadsheet and set up the following column headers: 


¢ Date/Time. 

e Activity description. 

« How | feel. 

e Duration. 

e Value (high, medium, low, none). 


Then, without changing your behavior any more than you have to, 
note down everything that you do at work, as you do it. 


Every time you change activities, whether replying to email, working 
on a report, making coffee, or gossiping with colleagues, note down 

what the activity is, the time of the change, and how you feel (alert, 
flat, tired, energetic, and so on). 


Then, at a convenient time, go back through your Activity Log and 
write down the duration of each activity, and whether it was a high, 
medium, low, or no value task. (Evaluate this based on how far it 
contributed to achieving your job goals.) 


Learning from Your Activity Log 


Once you've logged your time for a few days, analyze your Activity 
Log. You may be alarmed to see how much time you spend doing low 
value jobs! 


You may also see that you are energetic in some parts of the day, and 
flat in other parts. A lot of this can depend on how you are, the rest 
breaks you take, when and what you eat, and the work that you're 
doing. 


Once you've analyzed your Activity Log, you should be able to boost 
your productivity by applying one of the following actions to various 
activities: 


1. Eliminate or delegate © jobs that aren't part of your role, or that 
don't help you meet your objectives. These may include tasks 
that someone else in the organization should be doing (possibly 
at a lower pay rate) or personal activities such as sending non- 
work e-mails or surfing the Internet. 


2. Schedule your most challenging tasks for the times of day when 
your energy levels are highest. That way, your work will be of 
better quality, and it should take you less time to do. (Our article, 
Is This a Morning Task? ©, has more on how to discover your 
peak time of day.) 


3. Minimize the number of times you switch between types of task. 
For example, could you check and reply to e-mails at only a few 
times of the day, or process all of your invoices at the same time 
each week? 


4, Reduce the amount of time you spend on legitimate personal 
activities such as making drinks. (Take turns in your team to do 
this - it saves time and strengthens team spirit!) 


Tip: 


Sometimes, spending too much time on low-value or low-priority 
tasks can be a symptom of procrastination ©. Find out how to 
deal with this here ©. 


Key Points 


Activity Logs are useful tools for analyzing how you use your time. 
They help you track changes in your energy, alertness and 
effectiveness throughout the day, and they help you eliminate 
time wasting activities, so that you can be more productive. 


Once you've analyzed your Activity Log, you should be able to 
boost your productivity by eliminating or delegating low-value 
activities, scheduling challenging tasks for the time of the day 
when you feel your best, minimizing the number of times that you 
switch between types of tasks, and reducing the time you spend 
on personal activities. 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Ray_Harvey, 
Welcome to the Club and thanks for sharing your experience 
related to your smoking and the time away from being productive. 


| do believe that when we actually do something like the Activity 
Logs and quantify all the time we do 'stuff', we actually can see 
where there are gaps or areas where we could improve. 


Whether it's for smoke breaks, surfing the interest and responding 
to non-essential / critical emails, we can actually save ourselves 
lots of time. Or rather, gain alot of time! 


It will be interesting to hear what other habits you can make some 
savings! Please do share what insights and any new strategies 
you will be implementing. 


Hope to see you around some more and if you have any 
questions, just let me know. I'll be happy to help. 


Midgie 


January 13, 2014 


Ray_Harvey wrote 


| used to smoke and would go for a cigarette about very hour. One 
day it occurred to me that it took about 10 minutes to leave my 
desk, take the elevator downstairs, smoke then return. 10 min out 
of 6 hours of the work day was a whole hour! | was losing an hour 
of productivity every day to smoking! When | realized that, | 
restricted smoking to lunch. Not only was it better for my health 
but | effectively found an extra hour every day. I'm looking forward 
to this activity tracker to see what other unproductive habits are 
eating my day! 


January 13, 2014 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Jessica, 

I'll pass on your request to our techie team to see if they either 
have something like this in development, or can put into the 
pipeline for development. 


Will let you know what they say. 
Midgie 


October 31, 2013 

soledad wrote 

Dear MindTools staff, 

| am the person who try to make only electronic records. 

So | wonder whether there are some smarphone (android) apps to 
help make Activity log? | have tried several times, but they are not 


what Im looking for. 


Best 
Jessica 


October 30, 2013 


James wrote 

Hi Everyone 

We've given this popular article a review, and the updated version 
is now at: 

http://www. mindtools.com/community/pages/article/ 
newHTE_03.php 

Discuss the article by replying to this post! 

Thanks 


James 


March 9, 2012 


cfa2009 wrote 
Hello Diana, 


| went through the article. It is very interesting. | have started 
following the advice from the article already. 


One tip which works really well is turning off the email notification 
alert 


Thsnks 


October 18, 2010 


Dianna wrote 

Hi cfa - have you read our article on multitasking? 
http://mindtools.com/community/pages/ar ... HTE_75.php It has a 
great tips section on how to avoid this common pitfall. 

Let us know what you think! 


Dianna 


October 13, 2010 


cfa2009 wrote 
This is excellent. Not multitasking is a good learning point for me. 


October 13, 2010 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Lulu, 

| Know what you mean when you Say: Telling her directly helps 
sometimes, but even then, she seems oblivious. 

I've experienced that situation and what | ended up doing is 
repeating that | was busy or needed to concentrate or that | had a 
deadline ... whatever the case was, I'd reiterate that | couldn't talk 
at the moment, however could be free at a later time for a chat. 


That usually worked, however on the odd occasion it didn't, | 
would simply refocus on my work and ignore them! 


Midgie 
March 3, 2010 
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Allen's Input Processing Technique 
Managing Your Workflow Effectively 


Many of us sort through a huge 
amount of incoming 
information every day. For 
example, you probably receive 
dozens of emails, telephone 
calls, voicemails, meeting 
requests, invoices, and other 
documents. 


This is in addition to work that 
you need to do to achieve your 


goals and objectives. Learn to manage your workflow and become more 
. productive. 
So, how can you process this © iStockphoto/BeholdingEye 


incoming information 
effectively, while still staying productive? 


Allen's Input Processing Technique is a common-sense approach that 
helps you do this. In this article, we look at this tool, and we explore 
how you can use it to manage incoming information. 


Note: 


You may already be using some of the steps in this process to 
manage your workflow. However, it's still helpful to revisit the 
process, and check that you're using it - and your time - in the 
most effective way. 


About the Tool 


David Allen, a productivity expert, developed the Input Processing 
Technique and published it in his influential 2003 book, "Getting 
Things Done." 


The tool, shown in Figure 1, is a simple process that helps you 
manage your "inputs", so that you stay on top of everything that you 
need to do. 


Figure 1 - Allen's Input Processing Technique 


PROCESS 


An input is something that you need to take action on. Allen defines it 
as, "anything you have allowed into your psychological or physical 
world that doesn't belong where it is, but for which you haven't 
determined the desired outcome and next action step." 


These inputs can be anything from thoughts that you've had about a 
new project, to emails and documents that you've received, to an 
invoice that you need to pay. 


The main benefit of the tool is that it helps you quickly take action on 
all of the inputs that come your way. This means that you can focus 
on your objectives, instead of worrying about something that you 
might have missed. 


There are three main stages in using the technique: 


1. Collecting. 
2. Processing. 
3. Reviewing (not shown on the diagram). 


Let's look at each of these three stages in greater detail, and discuss 
how you can apply this process to manage your workflow. 


Applying the Tool 


Allen's Input Processing Technique may appear complex, but it's 
actually very simple to use. 


Step 1: Collecting 


You receive information each day in a number of formats, such as 
email, letters, texts, voicemail, and paper notes, as well as from 
thoughts and ideas. 


The "collecting" process involves gathering all of the different types of 
incoming information that you have to think about. It consolidates 
everything that you need to take action on, and defines how and 
where you store that information until you can process it. 


The key to collecting this incoming information is to make sure that 
you have an appropriate place to store it - Allen calls these places 
"buckets." Some good examples of buckets are your email inbox, the 
in-tray on your desk, your to-do list, the notepad where you jot down 
new ideas and take meeting notes, and your voicemail - you're likely 
to be using many of these already. 


If you haven't set up a bucket for each type of information that you 
have coming in, organize your workspace © so that your buckets 
are in appropriate places - at home and at work. 


Your thoughts and ideas represent a more intangible type of input, 
and these can easily get lost! Write them down, and store them in the 
appropriate bucket. You can use an app like Evernote for this, or 
email ideas to your inbox. You'll sort through and organize these 
thoughts in later steps. 


You should aim to have as few collection buckets as possible. Since 
email likely represents the bucket that you'll use most, make sure 
that you know how to manage email effectively ©. Check your 
email at appropriate times during the day, and deal quickly with 
requests that won't take long (we cover this in more detail in Step 2.) 


Remember, you don't need to take action on anything that isn't 
urgent during this step. This can sometimes take a great deal of self- 
discipline ©, but it's important to stick with the system as you collect 
your inputs. 


Step 2: Processing 


Once you have appropriate collection buckets for all of your incoming 
material, you then need to process it. Processing your inputs makes 
up the main part of Figure 1. 


Rather than processing your inputs as soon as they come in, schedule 
regular slots to do this. Depending on how you like to work, this could 
be every day at a certain time, or during any gaps in your schedule. 


Our article Is This a Morning Task? © shows you how to schedule 
activities for the right time of day. (In some roles, this may not be an 
appropriate approach, so use your best judgment and let people know 
how to get hold of you if they have an urgent request.) 


As you process your inputs, you should decide what each item is, and 
determine what you need to do about it. To do this, you should first 
identify whether an item is "actionable" or "non-actionable." 


Non-actionable items are inputs that you don't need to do anything 
with. Either file these in the appropriate place, or delete them if you 
don't need to keep a record of them. 


Actionable items are inputs that need some action from you, or from 
someone else. For example, these might be emails asking if you can 
attend a meeting, or project ideas that you want to develop further. 


If you need to take action on things that will take only a brief time to 
complete (say, less than two minutes), then it often makes sense to 
do them on the spot rather than schedule them for later. This will 
likely be the case with emails that need a simple response, or with 
routine tasks that you can delegate © to others. 


You should defer actionable items that will take longer than two 
minutes to complete. If you need to complete an item on a particular 
date, then schedule © this appropriately (in your calendar software 
or diary, for example), and file it. You may need to complete some 
items by a specific deadline, while you may need to deal with others 
at a precise time on a certain day. 


Actionable items that don't have a specific deadline or time frame can 
go into your Action Program © or To-Do List ©. Prioritize @ these 

items accordingly, and delegate projects and tasks to other people as 
necessary. 


Tip: 


See our articles on The Art of Filing @ and Managing 
Electronic Files © for strategies for efficient and effective file 
management. 


Step 3: Reviewing 


The first two steps make up the largest part of this process, but it's 
also important to review the inputs that you've collected and 
processed. So, go through your lists and calendar each week to 
remind yourself of what you've done, to update your lists, and to 
review upcoming commitments. 


This weekly review is also useful for looking over your short- and long- 
term goals © and projects. You can put action items related to these 
goals into your calendar, alongside other tasks and responsibilities. 
This is important because, unless you break down these goals into 
actionable steps (the key concept in Action Planning ©), they might 
seem too big to accomplish! 


Tip: 


Use goal-setting techniques such as Backward Goal Setting © to 
turn big goals into steps that you can accomplish each day or 
week. 


Key Points 


David Allen, a renowned productivity expert, developed the Input 
Processing Technique and published it in his 2003 book, "Getting 
Things Done." The tool helps you organize incoming material, so 
that you can do the right things with it. 


There are three key steps in our version of Allen's tool: 
1. Collecting. 
2. Processing. 
3. Reviewing. 


Stage 2 is the most important part of this tool, as it's where you 
decide to take action on, or defer, your inputs. This stage of the 
tool is valuable because it ensures that you process all of your 
incoming information effectively. 
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Are You a Procrastinator? 


As with many self-sabotaging 
behaviors, the first step in 

stopping procrastinating is to 
recognize that you're doing it. 


But this isn't always as 
straightforward as it sounds! 


Many procrastinators persuade 
themselves that they have 
good reasons for delaying 
getting on with what they have 


A D t off doing thi ht to b 
to do. And once you've got into seer ener 


a "victim" mindset (which many © iStockphoto/sjlocke 
procrastinators do), you may 

not realize that what you're doing is procrastinating, and that it's up 
to you to overcome it. 


So take our self-test below and find out whether or not you area 
procrastinator! 


Are You a Procrastinator? 
Instructions: 


For each statement, click the button in the column that most applies 
to rate yourself by indicating the extent to which each statement is 
characteristic or uncharacteristic of you. The scale ranges from (1) 
‘Not like me at all' to (5) 'Very like me.' Note that (3) on the scale is 
neutral i.e. the statement is neither characteristic nor uncharacteristic 
of you. Click the 'Calculate My Total' button to add up your score and 
check your result using the scoring table underneath. 


15 Statements to Not Not Neither | ire 


like me like like me 


me 
at all me ornot 


1 | often find myself performing 
tasks that | had intended to do (y A) 2 - © 
days before. 


2 When planning a meeting, | make 
the necessary arrangementswell ©C © © © C 
in advance. 


3 | generally return emails and 


phone calls promptly. oO. oo CO © 


4 | find that jobs often don't get 
done for days, even when they my ey ey 
require little else except sitting 
down and doing them. 


15 Statements to Not Not Neither 


like me like like me 
at all me ornot 


5 Once! have the information | 
need, |usually make decisionsas () (© © © © 
soon as possible. 


6 When! have something difficult to 
do, | tell myself that it's better to o C eo C Cc 
wait to do it until I'm feeling more 
inspired. 

7 | usually have to rush to complete 


tasks on time. () ©) O © © 


8 | usually accomplish all the things 


| plan to do in a day. @ 'e ‘e C OC 


9 | usually start a task I'm given 
shortly after I'm given it. O © a 


10 When deadlines are approaching, | 
oftenwaste time by doingothere © © © © C 
things. 

11 | often have a task finished sooner 


than necessary. © '* ie C © 


12 When preparing for a meeting, | 
am seldom caught having to do O OO O 0 C 
something at the last minute. 


13 | often delay starting tasks that | 
have to do. O C Oo - 


14 When faced with a huge task, | 
figure out what the firststepisso © © © © © 
that | can get going. 


15 | frequently say "I'll do it 
tomorrow". © C G C OO 


Calculate My Total ©} 


Score Interpretation 


score} Comment 


46-75 Good news! You're not a systematic procrastinator! If you 
do, however, occasionally catch yourself procrastinating 
over something, follow the link below for tips on dealing 
with this. 


31-45 You're a mild procrastinator. You need to understand 
better why you procrastinate - there are several reasons, 
for it, and more than one may apply to you. And you 
need to learn the steps you can take to stop doing it. 
Click the link below for more information. 


15-30 You're a procrastinator, and it's not something to be 
proud of. It means that you miss deadlines and waste a 
lot of time. As a result, your boss is not getting from you 
what you're capable of delivering, and he or she is 
probably very frustrated with this. Follow the link below 
to to find out why you're doing this, and how you can 
stop it. 


Source: This set of questions is based on the Procrastination Scale 
created by Professor Clarry Lay of York University, Canada, and is 
presented with his kind permission. The questions are for illustrative 
purposes only, and no validation work has been conducted on them. 


Procrastination is as tempting as it is harmful. If you have recognized 
a tendency to procrastinate within yourself, you need to figure out 
why. Perhaps you are afraid of failing? (Or perhaps you're actually 
afraid of success!) 


Once you know why you procrastinate then you can plan to get out of 
this stressful habit. Reward yourself for getting jobs done, and remind 
yourself regularly of the serious consequences of not doing those 
tasks you love to avoid! See our article on Overcoming 
Procrastination © to learn how to kick this self-sabotaging habit! 


Key Points 


Procrastination is stressful, is highly damaging to your productivity 
- and is often deeply frustrating for your colleagues to deal with. 
The first step in beating it is to recognize that you're doing it, and 
this self-test will show you whether you are. 
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What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


Hi DenisB, 
Welcome to the Club as well. It's one thing to motivate ourselves 
to overcome procrastination, it's another thing to motivate others! 


As a manager / team leader, it is important to understand the 
motivation of your team to understand what will get them going. 
You might find ideas from the overcoming procrastination article (| 
mentioned that in the previous posting, and provided the link). 
Additionally, you might look at some of our tools related to team 
management and motivation to give you some more ideas. 


If there is anything | can help you with, just let me know. 
Midgie 


April 12, 2012 
Midgie wrote 
Hi ray_klein, 


Welcome to the Club. | know you will find lots of resources and 
ideas that can help you professionally and personally. 


When we are promoted, we do indeed have more things to do and 
the key is about prioritizing tasks and getting them done. | know 
one thing that works for me is to create (just for me) deadlines as 
to when | want a particular task completed. For example, later this 
morning, | am going to write the first draft of a newsletter in one 
hour. | will then focus for that hour and not do anything else. 


Have you seen our article Overcoming Procrastination - 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/ 
newHTE_96.php - which contains many ideas and suggestions to 
help overcome procrastination. 


Regarding your English, no worries that English is not your first 
language. Many of our members do not have English as their first 
language. You can still contribute by asking questions and offering 
your insights and experiences! So, hope to see more of you 
around. 


Hope that helps. If there is anything else | can help with, just let 
me know. 
Midgie 


April 12, 2012 


DenisB wrote 


| am also procrastinator, and now a lot of solution how to manage 
it, but most of us also procrastinate, but how to let know it to the 
staff? how to inspire them to start think and solve this issue? 


April 12, 2012 


ray_klein wrote 


| just joined mindtools.com and that’s the subject that made me 
do it, because | am a procrastinator, and yes, it’s quite stressful. 
And | do agree with dtrainor, about a task not being challenging 
leading to procrastination. 

It all worked well to me until | was made director, and all of a 
sudden | have much more things to do and this bad habit of mine 
is really getting in the way, which is why | decided that it’s time to 
fight it. 

*english is not my first language, so |°m sorry if | hurt the 
grammar at some point. 


April 11, 2012 


Yolande wrote 


If you have more pearls of wisdom John-Paulk, please don't 
hesitate to share them! 


Cheers 
Yolandé 


February 20, 2012 


John_Paulk wrote 


[quote="Yolande":3j2afn4z]What a great rule...thanks for sharing 
that with us. It is indeed so that the feeling of procrastinating can 
never feel like the feeling of achievement. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


Thanks Yolande. Glad to share. 


February 17, 2012 


ladyb wrote 


| have a friend who is very similar fatimal. Whenever we talk 
about it we examine her fear. We believe that at the root of her 
procrastinating about personal things is fear - both of success and 
of failure. Because there is no one really holding her accountable 
except herself (she's the boss of her personal life!) there is no real 
motivation to make changes or try new things so she goes year 
after year stuck in the same routine because she's afraid of taking 
a risk. She's afraid that things might not be as great or that she 
won't be successful if she tries something new. | think for my 
friend, she's so successful at work that she won't accept anything 
but that level of success in her personal life. Do you think that is 
happening with you too? 


Brynn 


February 17, 2012 


fatimal wrote 


| suffer from split a personality!! In work | am focused prioritise 
and undetake tasks as and when required, understanding that 
there is an impact on others if the delay is based on my desire to 
or not to do something. | will take my time with tasks that | am 
unfamilar with an allocate more time to them. 


In my personal live | am a procastinator...not doubt about it!! its 
the should | /shouldn't | and yes everything can wait for tomorrow 
and that turns into next year!! 


February 16, 2012 


Yolande wrote 


What a great rule...thanks for sharing that with us. It is indeed so 
that the feeling of procrastinating can never feel like the feeling of 
achievement. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


January 13, 2012 
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Backward Goal-Setting 


Using Backward Planning to Set Goals 


If your goal is to become an 
account director within the next 
five years, where do you start 
your planning process? 


Or if your team needs to 
redesign the company's 
organizational structure, where 
do you begin? 


In planning, most of us would 
usually start building our plan 
from start to finish. What do Another way to hit your target. 
you have to do first, second, © iStockphoto 
third, and so on? And by what 

date does each step need to be completed? 


This is a solid form of Personal Goal Setting © that works very well. 
When combined with the Golden Rules of Goal Setting ©, you 
have a motivating formula that can help you actively move yourself 
forward. 


A New Approach 


However, there's another simple but lesser-used method of goal 
setting that can be equally as powerful. 


It's called backward planning, backward goal-setting, or backward 
design, and it's used quite often in education and training. The idea is 
to start with your ultimate objective, your end goal, and then work 
backward from there to develop your plan. By starting at the end and 
looking back, you can mentally prepare yourself for success, map out 
the specific milestones you need to reach, and identify where in your 
plan you have to be particularly energetic or creative to achieve the 
desired results. 


It's much like a good presentation, when the presenter tells you 
where he's headed right at the beginning. Then, as the presentation 
unfolds, it's easy for you to follow the concepts and think critically 
about what's being said. If you have to figure out the main points as 
they come, your energy is often used up by just trying to keep up. 


The Backward Planning Process 
Here's how it works: 


Step 1: Write down your ultimate goal. What specifically do you want 
to achieve, and by what date? 


Example: "By January 1, 2015, | will be the key accounts director for 
Crunchy Chips International." 


Step 2: Then ask yourself what milestone you need to accomplish 
just before that, in order to achieve your ultimate goal. What do you 
have to do, and by when, so that you're in a position to reach your 
final objective? 


Example: "By September 30, 2013, | will successfully complete the 
executive training program offered by Crunchy Chips International." 


Step 3: Then work backward some more. What do you need to 
complete before that second-to-last goal? 


Example: "By March 1, 2013, | will submit my application for the 
executive training program, outlining my successes as a key accounts 
manager, and | will be accepted into the program." 


Step 4: Work back again. What do you need to do to make sure the 
previous goal is reached? 


Example: "By January 1, 2013, | will complete my second year as a 
key accounts manager with Crunchy Chips International, and | will 
earn the prestigious Key Accounts Manager of the Year award." 


Step 5: Continue to work back, in the same way, until you identify 
the very first milestone that you need to accomplish. 


Examples: "By January 1, 2012, | will complete my first year as a key 
accounts manager with Crunchy Chips International, and | will be 
rewarded for my performance by gaining responsibility for clients 
purchasing over $10 million per year." 


"By January 1,2010, | will be promoted to key accounts manager with 
Crunchy Chips International, and | will have responsibility for clients 
purchasing over $1 million per quarter." 


When you read a backward plan, it doesn't look much different from a 
traditional forward plan. However, creating a backward plan is VERY 
different. You need to force yourself to think from a completely new 
perspective, to help you see things that you might miss if you use a 
traditional, forward-looking chronological process. 


This can also help you avoid spending time on unnecessary or 
unproductive activities along the way. Furthermore, it highlights 
points of tension within the plan, showing where you'll need to be 
particularly creative to make the next step successfully. 


Key Points 


On the surface, backward planning doesn't seem much different 
from traditional goal-setting processes. You start with a basic 
vision, and then you ask yourself what needs to be done to 
achieve that vision. You can read your plan from the beginning to 
the end, or from the end back to the beginning. 


Backward planning, however, is more than reversing the direction 
of your traditional plan. It's about adopting a different perspective 
and, perhaps, identifying different milestones as a result. It's a 
great supplement to traditional planning, and it gives you a much 
fuller appreciation of what it may take to achieve success. After all, 


the more alternatives you have, the better your final plan will likely 
be. 
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What members Say... 


HeatherN wrote 


Hello everyone, | love the "patter"- To me it doesn't matter what 
system you use or how you use a system to set goals... forward or 
backwards, as long as you set your goal. That's the bottom line. 
One important thing for me when setting goals is that | make my 
desire unconditional. Try these questions:(They're a great way to 
discover if you need to get conscious of who you are and what 
you're doing.) 

[color=red:16w898jc]ls there a gap between the person | am and 
the person | need to be to achieve my goals? 

What do | need to add to become the achiever | know | can be? 
What do | need to take away?i 

And when you are thinking about the goals you've set, ask 
yourself: 

[color=red:16w898jc]Does my happiness rely on achieving my 
goals, or on taking action to achieve it? 

Is my pleasure linked to the journey or the arrival? 

What has to happen for me to feel happy and successful? 

Am | committed to winning now and winning later? 


And finally, ask yourself... 

[color=red:16w898jc]What am | trying to create and WHY? 
These are the questions | ask myself when setting goals. It's part 
or the goal setting framework for me. Then | can work forward or 
backward, whatever is the easiest. HeatherN 


January 8, 2008 


Dianna wrote 

Hi Kris, 

Not sure what's happening technically?? Can you make sure you 
are fully logged into the site? In the top right hand corner it should 
say "Log out [2getahead]". If it doesn't, that means you're not 
fully logged in (maybe you opened up a link using another 
window?). Click log in and re-enter your password. We've found 
that solves most of these little glitches with the links. 

Dianna 


January 7, 2008 


2getahead wrote 


Hey nevermind, there was a link to it from the main page, it pulled 
it up for me. Thanks anyway! 


Kris 


January 7, 2008 


2getahead wrote 


Hey there, | was trying to do to that link for the Backward Goal 
Setting article, but it keeps bringing me to a log on screen when 
I'm already logged in. And when | try to log in again on that 
screen, it keeps just bringing me to the same log in screen. Can 
someone email it to me maybe? Or check the link for me? 


Thanks! 
Kris 


January 7, 2008 


kurt_gielen wrote 


I've been using goal setting for a while now and have always 
started with the end in mind (ie what's my ultimate goal). 
However after that | would look at what my first step would be 
and then build the plan from there on. 


Although this has worked great, | can see 1 big benefit in 
backward planning: In a normal way of building a plan you think 


about every step you STILL HAVE to take going forward, while in 
this method you need to think about the steps YOU HAVE DONE 
already to get to that goal and work backwards. 


From a psychology perspective this seems a lot easier to me, so 
I'm definitely going to try it out from now on (perhaps combine the 
2 initially if needs be, although | can see myself converting 100% 
fairly soon). 


January 7, 2008 


James wrote 
Hi Cos 


Another value of it is that it increases the urgency of taking 
action, and therefore can increase both motivation and creativity. 


Planning forward, | can say "Step A will take 2 months if | work 
comfortably on it, step B 3 months, and step C 2 months, so I'll set 
my target date for 7 months time." 


By planning back, | can say "This is a really important goal, and | 
want to achieve it in 3 months time. If | work really hard on it, 
deprioritize [another] goal, and get extra help with step B, | can 
do each of these steps in 1 month." 


[size=75:3nn2qadx]Of course, don't do this if you're overloaded at 
the time, and can't jettison existing 
commitments![/size:3nn2qadx] 


James 


January 7, 2008 


ladyb wrote 
Hi Cos, 


| think the point is that as you progress forward in goals setting 
the decisions get more and more critical - like the end of a pencil 
getting sharper and sharper. So to reach the end point each stage 
depends heavily on the stages before. If you only plan forward, 
you're not giving the future steps as much consideration. Planning 
backward | think makes you think long and hard about the critical 
end stages and figure out what you need to have accomplished 
beforehand to make them happen. 


| have a feeling that many of us do this intuitively and that's why 
there seems to be no significant different. Especially if the goal is 
around something you're really familiar with. Ask me to develop a 
marketing plan for a new product launch and then I'd be 
scrambling. If | started with the ultimate experience | want the 
customer to have, | imagine my plan would look different than if | 
went directly to a marketing text and started working out the 4 
Ps'. 


Not sure if that makes it any clearer than mud but that's my shot 
at an explanation. 


Brynn 


January 7, 2008 


cobberas wrote 
Hi guys 


Sounds like a great way to get a fuller perspective on the general 
picture, but what's the difference between this sort of 'reverse 
engineering’ and a ‘divide-and-conquer' approach to goal setting, 
whereby you set your ultimate goal and then break down the task 
into progressively smaller chunks that, by default, will precede the 
ultimate goal? 


cos 


January 7, 2008 


Midgie wrote 


Hi everyone, 

This backward goal setting process is really fantastic. | use it all 

the time with clients and it is always interesting what comes up! 
They are even surprised at the ease in which the ideas comes to 
them. 


Because you've put yourself, in your imagination, having 
accomplished the end result, your brain kinda puts all the pieces 
together and in place so when you start backtracking to clearly 
see what you have done and where you've been, the answers are 
readily there! 


| generally start off this exercise by quietening the mind - either 
through breathing, mind gym or relaxation exercises - just to quiet 
down the chatter and noise that is always going on in our heads. | 
might do this anywhere from one minute to five minutes ... just to 
simmer myself down. Then, | get a good sense of what it is like to 
have achieved that end result, and by when. From that point, | ask 
myself what did | need to do to get here? | keep on asking myself 
that question until I'm at the present time and know exactly what 
steps | need to take and by when! 


Give it a go and see what happens! 
Definitely, highly, recommended!! 
Midgie 

January 5, 2008 
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Breaking Bad Habits 


Overcoming Negative Behaviors 


Your net worth to the world is 
usually determined by what 
remains after your bad habits 
are subtracted from your good 
ones. 


- Benjamin Franklin, American 
inventor and politician 


Do you have any habits that 
could harm your work or 


Bad habits, like checking email in meetings, can 
career? damage your career. 


© iStockphoto/jasantiso 


Maybe you check your email 
when you're in meetings, turn up late to client visits, or take personal 
phone calls when you're supposed to be focusing on your work. 


You might even let habits like watching too much television or 
excessive Internet surfing stop you working on learning goals in the 
evenings and at weekends. 


Bad habits like these can damage reputations and limit what's 
possible in our lives and careers, so it's important that we learn how 
to deal with them. 


In this article, we'll look at bad habits in more detail: we'll explore why 
certain behaviors become habits in the first place, and we'll show you 
how you can overcome them. 


Habits Defined 


A habit is an acquired behavior or thought pattern that you have 
repeated so many times that it has become almost unconscious. As 
you likely already know, habits can be both helpful and harmful. 


Habits are beneficial because they're automatic. We engage in habits 
without thinking, which frees our brains up to focus on other things. 
When we have good habits, like arriving at work on time or being 
optimistic, we create a positive, ingrained forward motion that we 
don't have to think about. We can then use our energy to focus on 
things that need our special attention. 


However, the same is true of bad habits. We engage in these 
behaviors without much thought, and they can damage our personal 
lives and careers without us being aware of them. 


There are many bad habits that can negatively affect us in our 
careers. Here are some examples: 

¢ Being late for work or meetings. 

* Thinking negatively 9. 

¢ Gossiping. 


e Seeking attention. 

e Resisting change. 

e Making rash decisions. 

¢ Being defensive. 

* Procrastinating 9. 

* Multitasking ©. 

¢ Engaging in self-sabotage ©. 

¢ Micromanaging ®. 

¢ Being a maladaptive perfectionist 9. 


Note: 


Remember that whether or not a habit is a "bad" habit depends on 
the context. For example, perfectionism can be a good habit in 
jobs where safety is important. 


Why Bad Habits are Hard to Break 


The main reason that bad habits are hard to break is down to what 
researchers call our "cognitive script" - these are the unconscious, 
automatic thoughts that we have when we encounter a situation. 


These unconscious thoughts are based on previous experiences. So, if 
the situation is one that we've encountered many times before, we 
engage in ingrained behaviors without thinking about what we're 
doing. Our actions have become habitual. 


Much of the time, bad habits are also hard to break simply because 
they begin as enjoyable activities, which we want to repeat. (For 
example, we might enjoy surfing the net instead of working, or 
sending emails from our smartphones during meetings.) 


This is because, when we do pleasurable things, our brains release 
dopamine, a chemical that activates the brain's reward center. This 
encourages us to do those things again, and the activity becomes a 
habit. 


Strategies for Overcoming Bad Habits 


You can break bad habits and, in some cases, replace them with 
positive behaviors. Unfortunately this takes time; research shows 
that, on average, you'll need to engage in an alternative behavior or 
thought pattern consistently for an average of 66 days for it to 
become a habit. (This can vary from 18 to 254 days, depending on 
the behavior and the person.) 


This can seem overwhelming. But stop and think about the last time 
you kicked a bad habit for good. It felt great, didn't it? Remember, 
your bad habit could be damaging your reputation and career, and it's 
well worth putting in time and effort in to overcome it. 


Keep in mind that there isn't a "one size fits all" approach to bad 
habits. You'll likely need a combination of strategies to be successful! 


Use the strategies below to overcome your habits. 


Create a Plan 


Studies show that having a conscious plan helps you get started with 
overcoming bad habits. You can't just say "I'm going to stop wasting 
time surfing the Internet" and expect to succeed. You have to come 
up with a concrete plan to make this happen. 


A good way to do this is to incorporate habit-breaking into your 
personal goals ©. This helps you ensure that you review your 
progress on a regular basis, and work on your most damaging habits 
first. 


Once you've come up with a plan, add prompts and milestones into 
your To-Do List © or Action Program © as a reminder of what you 
want to achieve. 


Develop Self-Discipline and Self-Awareness 


Studies have also found that constant self-vigilance is necessary to 
break a bad habit. This means watching yourself for slip-ups, and 
reminding yourself why you want to break the habit in the first place. 


To do this, work on your self-discipline © and willpower, so that you 
can develop the persistence and motivation © you need in order to 
stop the behavior. 


Also build self-awareness © to stay aware of how you are thinking 
and feeling. (Self-awareness is also key to recognizing your bad habits 
in the first place.) 


Tip 1: 


You can find out more about using willpower in our article on Self- 
Mastery ©. 


Tip 2: 


For many of us, self-discipline and willpower come in short bursts, 
and may be stronger when we first decide to make a change. 
Therefore, don't rely on these approaches alone to break your bad 
habits. 


Choose the Right Approach 


Some people find it effective to quit a behavior all at once, while 
others have more success limiting the behavior slowly over time. As 
such, it's important to find an approach that works well for you. (This 
will probably depend on the type of habit you're trying to break.) 


To use the Internet example, instead of going "cold turkey," you could 
limit yourself to five minutes of surfing every hour. Then at weekly 
intervals, you could cut this down to five minutes every two hours, 
five minutes every three hours, and so on. 


Put Obstacles in Place 


In his 2010 book, "The Happiness Advantage," positive psychologist 
Shawn Achor says that you can break bad habits by putting obstacles 
in place that stop you from carrying out the behavior. 


For example, if one of your bad habits is to check Twitter when you 
should be working, you could disconnect from the Internet by using 
software applications such as Freedom and Anti-Social to block 
access to it; or move desks, so that people who are passing can see 
your computer screen. 


You also need to avoid the people, places, or situations that trigger 
the bad habit, if this is appropriate. 


For instance, imagine that you're trying to stop gossiping at work. You 
know that you engage in the behavior during lunch with a specific 
group of colleagues, so you resolve to avoid the break room, and, 
instead, eat lunch outside or at your desk. 


Engage in Positive Behaviors 


Often, you can break bad habits by replacing them with positive 
behaviors. 


For example, let's say that you want to stop criticizing team 
members. One way to avoid this would be to make a conscious effort 
to praise people instead. 


Or, imagine that your goal is to stop checking your email in sales 
meetings. You could replace this by taking detailed notes on what's 
being discussed, or by offering to chair the meeting. 


Reward Yourself 


To break a bad habit, it's helpful to reward yourself for engaging in the 
positive behavior. 


The reason rewards are important is because when you stop the old 
behavior you won't get that all-important dopamine surge; however, 
the reward will give it instead. Over time, your brain will start to 
associate this new, positive behavior with the dopamine surge coming 
from the reward. 


How you reward yourself is up to you, but make sure that it's 
something that you truly want and will enjoy. For example, if you're 
trying to stop being late, your reward for arriving at work on time 
could be a gourmet coffee. Then, after a week of arriving on time, you 
could treat yourself to brunch at your favorite café. 


Rewards will do the most good if you give them instantly or on the 
same day that you demonstrate the "good" behavior. You'll likely only 
need the rewards you set for yourself for a few weeks; once you've 
established the positive behavior, you won't need to reward yourself 
as often. 


Involve Others 


Finally, consider asking people such as your colleagues, family 
members, and friends to help you break your bad habits. 


Share your goals with them, and ask them to tell you if you slip back 
into your old ways. This will provide further accountability, and boost 
your motivation. 


Key Points 


A habit is any behavior or thought pattern that you have repeated 
so often that it becomes automatic. 


Some habits are positive and can help you achieve success in your 
life and career. However, bad habits can severely limit what you 
accomplish. 


To break a bad habit, first commit to stopping the behavior by 
creating a plan, and develop self-discipline and self-awareness so 
that you can stay on track. 


Also, choose the right approach for dealing with it, reward yourself 
when you do well, and involve others in your efforts. 


Did you find this article helpful? * 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Yolande wrote 


We form habits and then our habits form us if we're not careful. 
Sometimes bad habits really creep up on us and we only notice 
them when they start damaging relationships, careers, finances 
etc. This is a great article with many tips on how to overcome bad 
habits. Seeing that we are all setting goals and thinking about 
what we would like to see happening in 2013, now may be the 
perfect time to think about breaking those bad habits too! 


Best wishes 
Yolandé 


December 28, 2012 
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Creating Time in Your Day 


Maximizing a Busy Schedule 


Time - it's something that 
money can't really buy, and 
something that many of us 
would like more of! 


And, with the breakneck pace 
of work today far outweighing 
what we had to contend with 
even a few decades ago, many 
of us could achieve so much 
more with a little more time on 
our hands. Give yourself more time. 


© iStockphoto/Nikada 


In this article, we're looking at 
strategies that you can use to create more time for yourself. With 
these, you can get more done at work, or spend time doing more of 
things that you enjoy. 


It's unlikely that every one of these strategies will fit your own 
circumstances. However, some of these strategies are sure to help! 


Get Organized 


According to the National Association of Professional Organizers 
(NAPO), we spend, on average, an hour a day or more looking for lost 
items. 


So, how much time every day do you spend looking for important 
files, old email, documents, books or even your house keys? What 
could you do with that time if you could get it back? 


Learning how to get organized is one of the most powerful ways of 
finding more time to your day. Our articles How to Get Organized © 
and The Art of Filing @ will show you how to manage your 
documents, supplies, and schedule so that you can stop wasting time 
due to disorganization. Our article on the 5S System @ may also be 
useful. 


Get Up Earlier 


Do you get out of bed at the last minute, bolt down breakfast, and 
race into work? 


Many people do - after all it's all too easy to reach over and press the 
snooze button for "just five more minutes." However, getting up 
earlier is a great way to add some high-quality time to your day. 


For example, imagine how much productive work could you get done 
if no one else was in the office, and your phone wasn't ringing off the 
hook. Alternatively, you could use this extra time to work on goal 
setting, to draft that novel you've always wanted to write, or to 
explore that tantalizing opportunity you've dreamed about. 


If getting up earlier fits in with your situation, start slowly. Begin by 
getting up 10-15 minutes early, and then add another 10-15 minutes 
every week or two. In a month, you'll be getting up an hour earlier - 
that's seven extra hours of quality time a week! Just make sure that 
you're getting enough good-quality sleep. 


Reexamine Your Schedule 
How many obligations or commitments do you have right now? 


It's easy to get stretched thin when it comes to your schedule. In 
addition to work demands you probably have obligations and 
commitments to family, friends, social clubs and volunteer 
organizations. 


It's hard to say "no" © to people, especially if they're your boss, ora 
trusted colleague. You can use the Urgent/Important Matrix © to 
decide if a task or project is truly worth your time, or if it's something 
you should say "no" to. 


It's also important to look at how you're spending your time outside of 
work. What are you doing, or involved with, that wastes time or 
doesn't bring you joy? 


For instance, how much extra time would you have in your day if you 
simply stopped watching TV? How much time could you gain by 
avoiding aimlessly Internet surfing during the afternoon, or by hiring 
someone else to do your household chores? 


Use an Activity Log © to discover how you're really spending your 
time. This can help you to spot tasks and activities that could easily 
be gotten rid of, giving you more time in your schedule. Additionally, 
focus on how to use effective time leverage © to add hours to your 
day. 


Use Your Peak Time Wisely 


Do you know when you're most focused during the day? For some 
people it could be when they first come in to work. Others may feel 
more energetic and focused late in the afternoon. Using your peak 
time wisely can help you add time during the day, because you'll get 
more done, freeing up more time to do other things. 


For instance, imagine your peak time is between 9 and 10 a.m., but 
when you get into work, you spend the first hour checking email and 
returning phone calls. You save tasks that require the most effort and 
concentration for after lunch, when your energy is lowest. This may 
be one reason why your work takes longer than it needs to. 


Instead, you should be doing your most important work when you first 
get into the office, and schedule © tasks that require less effort - like 
checking email and returning phone calls - for early afternoon, when 
your energy is lower. 


If you're not sure when your peak energy time is, our article, Is This 
a Morning Task? © will help. 


Manage Interruptions 


Colleagues with questions, team members that need help, last-minute 
meetings, and constant accessibility with IM chat... Interruptions can 
seem endless! 


Every time we're interrupted, it can take us a few minutes to regain 
the focus we had before. So, learning how to manage interruptions 
© successfully and minimize distractions ©@ can add significant 
time to your day. 


When you have more time to focus exclusively on tasks, you can also 
achieve flow © easier. This is an exceptionally productive state of 
mind: the more you can achieve flow during the day, the higher is the 
quality work that you're likely to do. 


Stop Multitasking 


Some people believe that multitasking © is a great use of their time. 
After all, if you can read an email and talk with your boss on the 
phone, you'll save time by doing both at once, won't you? 


Unfortunately, the problem with multitasking is that it's a productivity 
myth - it often costs you more time. You do both activities slowly, and 
you can't fully retain or process the information from either. Often, 
you'll have to go back and re-read or re-do something. 


Instead, do one task or project at a time. Focus fully on what you're 
doing and, whenever you can, complete it before moving on to 
something else. 


Work From Home 


For many of us, the commute to and from work takes up a big chunk 
of the working day. 


So, if your job suits remote working, consider working from home & 
for a few days each month. 


Tip: 


For more on managing your time effectively, take our quiz: How 
Good is Your Time Management? © 


Key Points 


Most of us wish we had more time in the day. And it's relatively 
simple to create more time for yourself by following a few simple 
strategies. 


First, take the time to get organized. You'll waste less time looking 
for lost items. Next, try waking up earlier. You can use this quiet 
time to relax and reflect on your day, or head into the office early 
to get some quality work completed. 


You can also add time to your day by learning how to use your 
peak time wisely, by minimizing distractions and managing 
interruptions, and by focusing on one task at a time. 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


TomH wrote 

Hi Natat and Dianna 

Thanks for your comments and feedback! We've made a small 
update to the article to make it more clear that it's important to 
get adequate rest if you do plan to get up earlier. 


Thanks again! 


January 29, 2013 


Dianna wrote 


| wholeheartedly agree that you have to get adequate rest and | 
think the article was referring to this tip in that context. For some 
people getting up early means they have an hour of quiet time 
that is undisturbed and can be quite productive. But you don't 


want to sacrifice your sleep (getting eight hours a day is the 
average | think but of course everyone's body is different) and end 
up feeling fatigued all the time. 


| am a night person so getting up early doesn't work for me so | 
take an hour after I've put the kids to bed and the house is quiet. 
Sometimes that extra hour creeps past midnight though and 
that's when | slip into "sleep sacrificing mode", which is something 
| try not to do. 


| like your point about setting better priorities - effective time 
management does hinge on this very important point! If you 
spend time on the activities that matter you will see a significant 
improvement in your overall productivity. 


Thanks for the reminder! ! 
Dianna 


January 28, 2013 


natat wrote 


| like the article, but | must disagree with the "Get Up Earlier" part. 
When | was studying, | was practising it and instead of 8 hours, | 
slept just 5-6hours per day. | added 15-18 hours per school week, 
but | was so extremely tired that the quality of my work was poor, 
| was falling asleep everywhere. Now | set much better priorities 
and make sure | sleep those 8 hours per day. It's good to wake up 
earlier and use the quiet time, but if you cut it from your resting 
time, you won't perform your best during the day. 


January 28, 2013 
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Dealing With Lateness 


Solving Punctuality Problems 


Do you have a colleague who 
regularly arrives late for 
meetings? 


It's an annoying habit, and it's 
even worse if everyone else 
must wait for him because he's 
a key person in the decision- 
making process. 


Or perhaps you have a 
colleague who frequently turns es a 

: Punctuality is important for productivity and team 
up late at the office, WiGrale. 
complaining about "nightmare © iStockphoto/jaroon 
traffic" on her drive to work. 


Worse still, are you the person who is always late? 


Lateness is bad for team productivity or team morale, and it may 
point to a wider lack of responsibility. So, what can you do to stop it? 


This article helps you understand how to stop persistent lateness - 
whether you're the guilty party, or it's a member of your team. 


Understanding Lateness 


Whoever the habitual latecomer is, identifying why the lateness 
occurs is the first step toward eliminating it. Sometimes the causes 
will be obvious. Other times, the reason for habitual lateness can be 
rooted in the person's subconscious. 


Here are some common reasons for lateness: 


1. Disorganization 


People who are late due to disorganization simply lose track of time. 
They're not effective schedulers, or they're overly optimistic about 
what they can accomplish in a certain amount of time. 


Disorganization can also be caused by an inability to say no to 
commitments. For instance, you might have said yes to that 10:00 
meeting, but you really don't have time for it. You try to do everything 
on your morning schedule, but you're still late by 15 minutes. 


Some people also subconsciously stay disorganized because they like 
the adrenaline rush - the "buzz" that comes with just hitting a 
deadline. Unfortunately, where people do this, the smallest delay can 
cause them to be late. 


2. The Power Play 


Using lateness as a "power play" is more common at work than in 
social settings, and it can become quite widespread in an 
organization's culture. 


Sometimes people use lateness, especially when arriving at meetings, 
to show that they're more important or more powerful than everyone 
else. Waiting for someone is a subtle form of deference and respect 
for that person, and making others wait can give that person's ego a 
boost. 


People may also use lateness to prove that they're busier than the 
rest of the team. They're so busy doing all of their work that they 
can't possibly show up on time! 


3. Anxiety or Avoidance 


People can be chronically late when they want to avoid certain 
situations. For instance, if you're managing someone who's always 
late to meetings, perhaps that person is being bullied @ by someone 
on the team. Or, perhaps that person is worried about his or her 
performance 9, or doesn't feel adequate in the position. 


Because this person fears the situation so much, he or she may take 
as much time as possible to get there. The lateness means the person 
has to spend less time in that situation. 


Or perhaps he or she resents the meeting and views it as a waste of 
time. Here, lateness is a "passive aggressive" way of registering an 
objection. 


4. Poor Social Skills 


Sometimes people are late because they simply don't have the 
emotional intelligence © to see how their lateness affects others. 
They don't see it as a problem, so they think it must not be a problem 
for anyone else. 


5. Medical Reasons 


If you, or Someone on your team, recently became a chronic 
latecomer, then this could be a sign of a much larger problem, like 
depression, chronic fatigue, or another illness. 


How to Stop Lateness 


So, how can you stop habitual lateness? 


There are several strategies you can use. We'll break down each of 
them by cause, and we'll include tips if you're a manager of a habitual 
latecomer. 


1. Disorganization 


* Keep a schedule © with you at all times. Write down every 
meeting or commitment you have. It also helps if you schedule 


travel or transition time to and from each meeting or 
commitment. Online schedulers are useful if you're always late, 
because a computer alarm can remind you when it's time to 
leave for a meeting or appointment. 


¢ Stop procrastinating ©. Procrastination uses up your time, and 
it's a common cause for lateness. Promise yourself a small 
reward each time you show up promptly for a commitment. 


e Puta "lateness buffer" into your schedule. For example, if a 
meeting starts at 9:30, put it on your schedule for 9:15. This 
extra 15 minutes will give you extra time to get where you're 
going. 

For Managers 


e Put the person's lateness into perspective. If he's 15 minutes late 
for a meeting with eight other people, then he just cost the 
company two hours' worth of work. Looking at lateness from this 
viewpoint can motivate the person to be on time. It's also helpful 
to put a monetary figure on this lost time. 


2. The Power Play 


Look at this from the perspective of everyone who is waiting for 
you. Wouldn't you feel devalued or taken advantage of if you 
always had to wait for someone else? Is this really the image you 
want to present to your team? 


e Analyze why you need to feel more important than others on 
your team. This can be an uncomfortable conversation to have 
with yourself, but it can be enlightening if you're willing to be 
honest. For instance, you could discover that you really have low 
self-esteem, and you therefore overcompensate by being late. If 
so, this may enable you to take steps to improve and grow. 


e Arriving late to prove to others that you're more important is just 
bad behavior ©. Other team members may have to stay late to 
make up for the lost time they spent waiting for you. Would you 
want to be treated this way? 


For Managers 


e If you suspect that one of your team members arrives late as a 
power play, then have a sincere, but firm, talk with her. Let her 
know that you value all team members equally, and you don't 
appreciate her chronic lateness. If she continues the behavior, it 
might be time for disciplinary action. 


e If you suspect that a team member is late to prove to you how 
busy he is, then acknowledge the good work he's doing and 
remind him that lateness wastes everyone's time, including 
yours. 


e If ateam member is consistently late for meetings (even if the 
meetings depend on her presence), then take control! Use 
effective meeting © skills, and start without her. She'll get the 
message. 


. Anxiety or Avoidance 


If you're subconsciously arriving late to avoid a situation, then 
you must confront the situation, at least within yourself. If you 
feel that you can't handle your job or assignment, then take 
steps to improve your skills. This will give you more self- 
confidence and help you cope with your workload. 


If you avoid a situation due to someone else behaving 
unpleasantly, then raise the issue with him in a neutral zone. Be 
honest, but firm, about how he makes you feel. If his behavior 
persists, then it might be time to inform your boss. 


If you're late because you resent attending the meeting, perhaps 
because you consider it a waste of time, or perhaps because 
you're busy and you've got other things you need to focus on, 
then it's time to brush up on your assertiveness © and 
negotiation skills ©. Talk with the leader of the meeting and 
see if you can stop attending, if you can shorten the meeting, or 
if you can limit your attendance to only one, short part of it. 


For Managers 


If you suspect that someone on your team is late because she 
feels overwhelmed or inadequate in her position, then have a 
one-on-one talk with her. Offer her additional training or tools so 
she feels more prepared. 


If you suspect a bullying situation, then it's important to know for 
sure before taking action. Watch your team carefully. If you 
notice bullying, take action to stop it immediately. Bullying not 
only lowers morale, but hurts productivity and may increase 
absenteeism. 


If you suspect that someone is late because they don't want to 
attend, talk to them, and explore what they think. Where their 
attendance is necessary, explain the business reasons why this is 
the case. Where it is not, be open to allowing them to skip the 
meeting, or attend only part of it. 


. Poor Social Skills 


If you want to learn whether your lateness truly affects those 
around you, then ask. Your colleagues might not say what you 
want to hear, but these conversations can tell you a lot. Hearing 
how your lateness impacts others can be a powerful motivator 
for change. 


For Managers 


Remind the person that his lateness makes others on the team, 
who did arrive on time, feel resentful and angry. His chronic 
lateness can really annoy others, and damage teamwork. 


. Medical Reasons 


If you used to be punctual, but now you drag yourself to work 
late every day, then it's important to make sure there's no 
underlying medical issue. Have you been feeling especially tired 
or depressed? If so, then you should see your doctor. 


¢ Try going to bed earlier and drinking more water. Lack of sleep 
and dehydration can cause feelings of fatigue and moodiness. 


For Managers 


e If you suspect medical issues, then try working with your team 
member. Can you give her time off to rest and recover? Could 
she telecommute a few days per week until she's feeling better? 


Key Points 


There are several reasons why people are late. They could be 
disorganized, trying to make a power play, anxious, have poor 
social skills, or even have underlying medical issues. Stopping 
habitual lateness must start with identifying the real cause. 


Once you know why you, or your team member, is chronically late, 
then use the appropriate strategy to confront the lateness - and 
end it. 
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fxgg090 wrote 


| can’t be late, | feel bad, it’s something takes sometimes effort 
and years to understand how important is to arrive before the 
meeting or whatever the situation is. 


It made a huge impact on my Organization when my Secretary 
who was late to work, | felt pressure, anxiety, bad for her 
mistakes. It wasn’t medical reasons or other thing, she will use 
any excuse and | told her, excuses will make you fail and 
everyone. 


| changed that and had to hire another person not for that reason 
but other’s, and this one arrives very early, in less than 30 
minutes she gets half the day done, she organizes all my agenda, 
and others and she has time to feel less anxious, this secretary is 
great but | don’t applaud her either or congratulate for that! it’s 
her job to arrive early if she says she is very professional, and she 
knows my attitude, you are professional your on my side, your 
not, trouble will start. 


| think people who arrive early , control the environment, can feel 
what is going to happen, can control many variables including 
stress, not rushing to get things done, and then do those things 
without quality, quality deserves time too. 


It’s really hard to work with people who arrive late always or all 
the time, it desorganizes everything and everyone, the pressure 
raises, anxiety and stress can be contagious, the reputation goes 
down, everything looks so un proffesional. 


Francisco X. 


January 10, 2014 


Bree wrote 


Hi Ruth, 
| can relate to your situation of being up early and ready for work, 
then ‘going around the house’ until | realized | was late. 


How | overcame this was by stopping 'going around the house’ 
because the small things that | was doing were not really helping 
me get out the door for the day nor were they really that 
important. | thought I'd use the time usefully and get stuff done, 
yet in fact fact | realized | was procrastinating. 


Another thing | did was by getting myself organized and sorted to 
leave on the night before. During the evening, | would prepare my 
bag and even get my lunch /food sorted ready to grab and run. By 
preparing things the evening before (both food and stuff | was 
bringing into work), it left me only to get up, shower, eat and out 
the door ... with no excuses! 


Do you think that could help you get out the door in a more timely 
fashion? 
Bree 


January 2, 2013 


Yolande wrote 


Hi Ruth16883 


Welcome to the Club and to the forums. Thanks for sharing your 
challenge with us...I'm quite sure you're not the only person with 
that problem. Sometimes when | think I'm a bit early or that | have 
time to spare, | will engage in some other activity and then | end 
up being late. | have to remind myself constantly to rather finish 
up and get to my appointment or destination, and that | can use 
the extra time there. That also leaves some room for traffic 
problems or something unexpected that may come up. In the end 
it's really a question of conditioning yourself to get and go NOW. 
I've also stopped telling myself that | don't want to be late and 
replaced it with telling myself that | want to be on time...small 
thing that makes a big difference. Let me know what you think. 


If you need any help around here, please let me know and I'll 
gladly assist where | can. 


Best wishes for 2013! 
Regards 


Yolandé 


December 31, 2012 


ruth16883 wrote 


| ama chronic late comer, but i found out that i always get up 
early to start the day and will report to work late. it is indeed very 
embarrassing for me as a manager in my place of work. when i 
tried to analyse the situation, i realised that, i will get ready on 
time but will be going round the house until i will look up and see 
the time has past. How do i break this habit? 


December 31, 2012 


Midgie wrote 

As someone who prides myself for being prompt (I'd rather be 
earlier, than late!), attending meetings where people are late is 
annoying to say the least. 

This tool presents some great reasons why people may be late 
and helps with understanding the reasons behind it. The great 
value in this tool is that it offers ideas on how to tackle it - either 
from a manager's perspective or for yourself. 

A great read which provides a great understanding! 

Midgie 

April 22, 2010 
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Effective Scheduling 


Planning to Make the Best Use of Your Time 


So far, in this section of Mind 

Tools, we have looked at your . 
ore =. 

priorities and your goals - 

these define what you aspire to “~ 

do with your time. Scheduling 

is where these aspirations meet = Ss was 

the reality of the time you have 9200 = 


available. Ww ans = 


Scheduling is the process by 


which you look at the time ~~ 

available to you, and plan how Allocate the time available to 
you will use it to achieve the you according to your goals. 
goals you have identified. By © iStockphoto/traveler1116 
using a schedule properly, you 

can: 


e Understand what you can realisticaly achieve with your time. 
e Plan to make the best use of the time available. 

e Leave enough time for things you absolutely must do. 

e Preserve contingency time to handle ‘the unexpected’. 


e Minimize stress by avoiding over-commitment to yourself and 
others. 


How to Use the Tool 


There are many good scheduling tools available, including diaries, 
calendars, paper-based organizers, PDAs and integrated software 
suites like MS Outlook or GoalPro 6. The scheduling tool that is best 
for you depends on your situation, the current structure of your job, 
your taste and your budget: The key things are to be able to enter 
data easily, and to be able to view an appropriate span of time in the 
correct level of detail. 


Scheduling is best done on a regular basis, for example at the start of 
every week or month. Go through the following steps in preparing 
your schedule: 


1. Start by identifying the time you want to make available for your 
work. This will depend on the design of your job and on your 
personal goals in life. 


2. Next, block in the actions you absolutely must take to do a good 
job. These will often be the things you are assessed against. 


For example, if you manage people, then you must make time 
available for dealing with issues that arise, coaching, and 
supervision. Similarly, you must allow time to communicate with 
your boss and key people around you. While people may let you 
get away with 'neglecting them’ in the short-term, your best time 


management efforts will surely be derailed if you do not set aside 
time for those who are important in your life. 


3. Review your To Do List ®, and schedule in the high-priority 
urgent activities, as well as the essential maintenance tasks that 
cannot be delegated and cannot be avoided. 


4. Next, block in appropriate contingency time. You will learn how 
much of this you need by experience. Normally, the more 
unpredictable your job, the more contingency time you need. The 
reality of many people's work is of constant interruption: Studies 
show some managers getting an average of as little as six 
minutes uninterrupted work done at a time. 


Obviously, you cannot tell when interruptions will occur. 
However, by leaving space in your schedule, you give yourself 
the flexibility to rearrange your schedule to react effectively to 
issues as they arise. 


5. What you now have left is your "discretionary time": the time 
available to deliver your priorities and achieve your goals. Review 
your Prioritized To Do List and personal goals ©, evaluate the 
time needed to achieve these actions, and schedule these in. 


By the time you reach step 5, you may find that you have little or no 
discretionary time available. If this is the case, then revisit the 
assumptions you used in the first four steps. Question whether things 
are absolutely necessary, whether they can be delegated, or whether 
they can be done in an abbreviated way. Remember that one of the 
most important ways people learn to achieve success is by 
maximizing the 'leverage' they can achieve with their time. They 
increase the amount of work they can manage by delegating work to 
other people, spend money outsourcing key tasks, or use technology 
to automate as much of their work as possible. This frees them up to 
achieve their goals. 


Also, use this as an opportunity to review your To Do List @ and 
Personal Goals &. Have you set goals that just aren't achievable 
with the time you have available? Are you taking on too many 
additional duties? Or are you treating things as being more important 
than they really are? 


If your discretionary time is still limited, then you may need to 
renegotiate your workload. With a well-thought through schedule as 
evidence, you may find this surprisingly easy. 


Key Points 


Scheduling is the process by which you plan your use of time. By 
scheduling effectively, you can both reduce stress and maximize 
your effectiveness. 


Before you can schedule efficiently, you need an effective 
scheduling system. This can be a diary, calendar, paper-based 
organizer, PDA or a software package like MS Outlook or GoalPro 6. 
The best solution depends entirely on your circumstances. 


Scheduling is then a five-step process: 


1. Identify the time you have available. 

2. Block in the essential tasks you must carry out to succeed 
in your job. 

3. Schedule in high priority urgent tasks and vital "house- 
keeping" activities. 

4. Block in appropriate contingency time to handle 
unpredictable interruptions. 


5. In the time that remains, schedule the activities that 
address your priorities and personal goals. 


If you have little or no discretionary time left by the time you reach 
step five, then revisit the assumptions you have made in steps one 
to four. 


Did you find this article helpful? A 
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What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


This is a really great reminder to stop and take time to schedule. 


By scheduling effectively, you can both reduce stress and 
maximize your effectiveness. 

I've heard so many people complain that they are to busy to 
schedule their work, yet, once they actually do take the time and 
decide on priorities, they indeed become more efficient and 
effective! 


The five-step process outlined in this tool is a great reminder to 
help get back on track with being as efficient and effective as you 
possibly can be! 

Midgie 

May 25, 2010 
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Eight Common Goal Setting 
Mistakes 


Achieving Your Dreams the Right Way 


The greater danger for most of 
us is not that our aim is too 
high and we miss it, but that it 


is too low and we hit it. 
C) RIGHT 


- Michelangelo Buonarroti, 


Renaissance artist fA WROMG 


John is reflecting on the last 
goal that he set for himself... 


Everything started well - he Avoid these common mistakes! 
was making progress, he felt © iStockphoto/nigelcarse 
great about what he was doing, 

and he was excited about future possibilities. 


But then things unraveled. 


The goal took longer to complete than he thought it would, and he 
became discouraged. And, because he didn't stop to look at what he 
had achieved, he lost his drive and focus. Before he knew it, the goal 
- and the opportunities it would have brought - were forgotten. 


Sound familiar? 


In this article, we'll look at some common mistakes that people make 
when they set goals ®. Learn how to recognize these mistakes, so 
that you can avoid making them yourself! 


Mistake 1: Setting Unrealistic Goals 


When you're exploring possible goals, you need to unleash your 
imagination and ambition, put your reservations aside, and dream big 
dreams. However, once you've decided on a goal, make sure that it is 
realistic, and that you can actually achieve it in the time frame that 
you have set for yourself. 


For instance, if your goal is to run a marathon, it's wildly unrealistic to 
sign up for one next month, unless you've already done several 
months of training. Or, if your goal is to become CEO of a company, 
but you have no experience, this goal might not be practical - at least 
not yet! 


To set realistic goals, use SMART Goal Setting © strategies: make 
sure that your goals are Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, 
and Time-bound. 


Mistake 2: Focusing on Too Few Areas 


Imagine that you've just written your list of goals for the next year. 
You've committed to increasing your sales by 15 percent, applying for 
a promotion, and reading one leadership book each month. 


Although this is an ambitious but achievable list of goals, there's a 
potential problem: these goals focus only on your career. You've 
completely omitted goals from other parts of your life. 


Many people focus solely on their work when they set goals. However, 
you can't neglect activities that bring you joy. Goals like writing a 
book, competing in an adventure race, or starting a home garden 
might also be incredibly important for your happiness and well-being. 


So, when you set your goals, make sure that you strike the right 
balance between different areas of your life. And remember that 
"balance" is different for everyone - use the Wheel of Life © tool to 
understand which areas of your life you need to focus on most. 


Mistake 3: Underestimating Completion Time 


How often has a task or project taken longer than you thought? 
Probably more times than you can count! You may also say the same 
for goals that you've set in the past. 


If you don't estimate goal completion time accurately, it can be 
discouraging when things take longer to achieve than you think they 
should. This can cause you to give up. 


So, use Action Programs © and effective scheduling strategies 
© when planning your goals. And always pad your timelines to 
account for delays and setbacks. If you add extra time into your 
estimate, you'll feel less pressure to rush and finish by a certain date. 


Mistake 4: Not Appreciating Failure 


No matter how hard you work, you will fail to achieve goals from time 
to time. We've all been there, and it isn't fun! 


However, your failures are what ultimately determine your character. 
They also contain lessons that can change your life for the best, if you 
have the courage to learn from them. 


So don't be too upset if you fail to achieve your goals - just take note 
of where you went wrong and use that knowledge to reach your goals 
next time around. 


Mistake 5: Setting "Other People's Goals" 


Some people - family, friends, or even your boss - may want to 
influence the goals you set. Perhaps they feel that they know what's 
best for you, or maybe they want you to take a certain path or do 
certain things. 


Clearly, it's important that you have good relationships with these 
people, and you need to do what your boss asks, within reason. 


However, your goals need to be your own - not anybody else's. So be 
politely assertive @, and do what you want to do! 


Mistake 6: Not Reviewing Progress 


It takes time to accomplish goals. And sometimes it can feel that you 
aren't making much progress. 


This is why it's important to take stock of everything that you've 

accomplished on a regular basis. Set small sub-goals, celebrate your 
successes, and analyze what you need to do to keep moving forward. 
No matter how slow things seem, you probably are making progress! 


You can also take this opportunity to update your goals, based on 
what you've learnt. Have your priorities changed? Or do you need to 
set aside some extra time for a particular goal activity? 


Goals are never set in stone, so don't be afraid to amend them if you 
need to. 


Mistake 7: Setting "Negative" Goals 


How you think about your goal can influence how you feel about it, 
and whether you achieve it. 


For instance, many people have a goal to "lose weight." However, this 
goal has a negative connotation; it's focused on what you don't want 
- your weight. A positive way to reframe this goal is to say you want 
to "get healthy." 


Another example of a negative goal is to "stop staying late at work." A 
positive way to rephrase this is to "spend more time with family." 


Negative goals are emotionally unattractive, which makes it hard to 
focus on them. Reframe any negative goals so that they sound 
positive: you may be surprised by the difference this makes! 


Mistake 8: Setting Too Many Goals 


When you start setting goals, you may see many things that you want 
to accomplish. So you start setting goals in all areas. 


The problem with this is that you have a fixed amount time and 
energy. If you try to focus on many different goals at once, you can't 
give individual goals the attention they deserve. 


Instead, use the "quality, not quantity" rule when setting goals. Work 
out the relative importance of everything that you want to accomplish 
over the next six to twelve months. Then pick no more than, say, 
three goals to focus on. 


Remember, the success of your work towards a goal rests on focusing 
on just a few things at atime. If you limit the number of goals you're 
working on, you'll have the time and energy you need to do things 
really well! 


Tip: 


A good way to avoid these mistakes and to set goals effectively is 
to use the Mind Tools Life Plan Workbook. Supported by 
worksheets and advice, this guides you through a simple, five-step 
process for setting your goals, and for organizing yourself for 
SUCCESS. 


Key Points 


Living a life without setting goals is like sailing a ship without 
having planned a course: you're likely to end up somewhere that 
you wouldn't want to go! This is why you need to set goals to 
develop yourself and achieve your dreams. 


But you need to avoid common mistakes along the way. These can 
cause you to feel discouraged, question your abilities, or even give 
up. 


The good news is that you're much more likely to accomplish your 
dreams if you know about these mistakes, and avoid them! 


Did you find this article helpful? x 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


This is a great reminder to us all ... particularly at a time of year 
that many of us set our goals for the new year! 


Midgie 
December 30, 2011 
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Energizing Yourself 
Powering Through Your Day 


Imagine that it's 2:30 p.m., and 
that you've run into a brick wall 
at work. 


You can barely keep your eyes 
open, and you're struggling to 
stay focused. 


All you want to do is take a 


nap. 

At times like this, you may 

make poor decisions or feel A glass of water can help you to regain your energy. 
irritable, or you may struggle to © iStockphoto/swedewah 


deliver high-quality work or 
meet deadlines. And you may lack the energy to push ahead with 
new initiatives. 


Let's face it: to do our best, we need to be energized throughout the 
day! 


In this article, we'll look at what lies behind low energy levels, and 
we'll explore what you can do to boost them. 


What Causes Low Energy? 


There are many reasons why your energy levels may be low. For 
example, this could be caused by: 
e Lack of sleep. 

¢ Poor diet. 

e lron or vitamin deficiencies. 

e Medication. 

e Lack of exercise. 

e Depression. 

e Burnout or stress. 

e Underactive thyroid. 

e Low motivation. 


Note: 


Fatigue may be a symptom of a physical or mental health problem. 
If your lack of energy persists over several weeks, seek the advice 
of a health care professional. 


Short-Term Solutions 


Give yourself a quick boost in any of these ways. 


Rehydrate Yourself 


Our bodies need water to function. When you're dehydrated, you're 
depriving yourself of vital fuel, and this can affect your memory as 
well as your energy levels. 


As soon as you feel your energy flagging, reach for a tall glass of 
water. The Institute of Medicine suggests that men should drink 
around 3 liters of fluid over the course of a day, and that women drink 
around 2.2 liters. 


This fluid need not be water. However, if you choose another drink, be 
aware that its ingredients may offset the benefits of pure water. For 
example, caffeine can cause anxiety, while high-sugar fruit drinks 
may give a short-term energy boost that's followed by deeper fatigue. 


Use Light 


If your office has a window, open the blinds to let in plenty of natural 
light. 


If you don't have access to a window, make sure that your lamps are 
bright enough. Lamps that emit the full spectrum of light (similar to 
sunlight) can make you feel more alert. 


Even the light emitted by your monitor can have an impact, as 
increased light can suppress sleep-inducing hormones. Adjust the 
brightness settings on your screen to increase the amount of light 
given out. 


You may also find that a daylight lamp boosts your energy levels. 
These lamps, designed for people experiencing seasonal affective 
disorder, are also thought to improve mental alertness. 


Take a Walk 
A short walk will increase the flow of oxygen to your brain. 


You may also find that a change of surroundings, even for a short 
time, increases your energy levels. If you can, walk with a friend or 
colleague; this may encourage you to walk further, and can also boost 
your self-esteem. 


Aim to walk in light surroundings to take advantage of the added 
effects that light has on energy levels. 


Tip: 


Drink plenty of water during and after exercise to replenish fluid 
levels. 


Listen to Music 


Think about how you feel when you listen to an upbeat, high-energy 
track. Your attention sharpens, you start tapping your feet, and your 
spirits seem to rise. 


Music can have a profound effect on energy levels. Certain types of 
music can make you feel more energized, attentive, and awake, while 
other styles can make you feel calm, sleepy, angry, or tense. 


The type of music most likely to raise your energy level is highly 
personal. You may find that classical music or jazz restores your 
energy, while others prefer pop or rock. When you feel your energy 
waning, turn on music that you enjoy. 


Tip 1: 


Music can be energizing, but it can also be distracting. Think about 
your tasks and whether listening to music could affect your ability 
to complete them well. 


For example, many people find that they cannot concentrate on 
fine detail when they're listening to music with lyrics. Likewise, 
some find that they work better if they've set up playlists in 
advance, as they can avoid stopping work to choose new tracks. 


Music can also be distracting for your colleagues. Use well-fitting 
headphones to avoid spreading your sound. 


Tip 2: 


Depending on the culture of your workplace, you could try other 
short-term energy-boosting techniques. 


For example, aromatherapy - using scents to address specific 
ailments or conditions - has been shown to be effective at 
combating fatigue. One study found that the scent of lime made 
participants feel more alert than those in the control group. 


Your colleagues may not welcome aromatherapy in the office, 
however. The essential oils used can cause sensitivities, and 
some oils should not be used near people with diabetes, or near 
pregnant or nursing women. 


A short nap can also help you feel more alert. However, your 
organization may not approve of you "sleeping on the job." 


If you're considering this, talk to your boss about whether a short 
afternoon nap (20 minutes or less) would be appropriate in your 
workplace. Ask how he or she feels about you taking a short break 
to nap, even if it's in your car. 


Long-Term Solutions 


There are plenty of long-term strategies for improving your energy 
and focus at work, too. 


Eat Healthier Food 


Your diet has a huge effect on how you feel. When you eat poor- 
quality foods (such as those high in fat, sugar, salt, and artificial 
ingredients), you don't take in the nutrients that you need to perform 
at your best. 


Some of these foods, such as candy bars or chips, do provide a quick 
burst of energy by raising your blood sugar levels. However, those 
levels quickly drop, often leaving you feeling even worse than you 
did beforehand. 


Instead of eating salty or sugary snacks, aim to eat three well- 
balanced meals every day. You may also want to eat healthy mid- 
morning and mid-afternoon snacks. These include walnuts or 
almonds, low-fat cheese and whole-grain crackers, fruits and 
vegetables, hummus, and yogurt. 


Exercise Regularly 


One of the best ways to boost your energy is to get regular exercise. 
Countless studies suggest that exercise is an essential part of a 
healthy lifestyle. 


Regular exercise has also been shown to increase memory and a 
sense of well-being. 


No matter how busy you are, try to make exercise part of your daily 
routine. Our article on getting more exercise © shows you how to 
fit physical activity into a jam-packed schedule. 


Find Meaning 


Sometimes your energy can wane when you're working on a task that 
you find boring or meaningless. Routine tasks can numb your mind, 
and make you feel tired or lethargic. 


Look at the tasks that seem to sap your energy the most. These 
"energy vampires" are often the urgent but not important tasks that 
you must do regularly. Use the Urgent/Important Matrix © to see 
how much time you're devoting to these tasks. 


Ask yourself whether you really need to accomplish these tasks; if 
not, see if you can cancel them, or delegate © them to someone who 
may find them more satisfying. 


If you've lost some of your enthusiasm for your role, re-examine the 
purpose 9 in what you do. This will remind you of the impact you 
make every day, even in small ways. 


Look At Your Schedule 


How you schedule tasks can also affect your energy. For example, if 
you're a "morning person," you'll have the most energy before lunch. 
Your energy might drop in the afternoon and then pick up again in the 
early evening. If this is the case for you, schedule your hardest, most 
important tasks in the morning, during your peak energy time. 


Our article Is This a "Morning" Task? © shows you how to schedule 
tasks according to your peak time of day. 


Key Points 


Most of us experience ups and downs in our energy levels. To keep 
yourself energized, incorporate a balance of short- and long-term 
strategies. 


e Rehydrate yourself. 

e Use light. 

¢ Take a walk. 

e Listen to music. 

e Eat healthier food. 

e Exercise regularly. 

e Find meaning. 

e Look at your schedule. 


Keep in mind that several factors can cause you to have low 
energy. If your energy levels don't improve after a few weeks, seek 
advice from a health professional to check that there isn't a more 
serious problem. 
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Golden Rules of Goal Setting 


Five Rules to Set Yourself Up for Success 


Have you thought about what 
you want to be doing in five 
years' time? 


Are you clear about what your 
main objective at work is at the 
moment? 


Do you know what you want to 
have achieved by the end of 
today? 


If you want to succeed, you © iStockphoto/SchulteProductions 
need to set goals. Without 
goals you lack focus and direction. 


Goal setting not only allows you to take control of your life's direction; 
it also provides you a benchmark for determining whether you are 
actually succeeding. Think about it: Having a million dollars in the 
bank is only proof of success if one of your goals is to amass riches. If 
your goal is to practice acts of charity, then keeping the money for 
yourself is suddenly contrary to how you would define success. 


To accomplish your goals, however, you need to know how to set 
them. You can't simply say, "| want" and expect it to happen. Goal 
setting is a process that starts with careful consideration of what you 
want to achieve, and ends with a lot of hard work to actually do it. In 
between there are some very well defined steps that transcend the 
specifics of each goal. Knowing these steps will allow you to formulate 
goals that you can accomplish. 


Here are our five golden rules of goal setting: 
The Five Golden Rules 


1. Set Goals that Motivate You 


When you set goals for yourself, it is important that they motivate 
you: this means making sure that they are important to you, and that 
there is value in achieving them. If you have little interest in the 
outcome, or they are irrelevant given the larger picture, then the 
chances of you putting in the work to make them happen are slim. 
Motivation is key to achieving goals. 


Set goals that relate to the high priorities in your life. Without this 
type of focus, you can end up with far too many goals, leaving you 
too little time to devote to each one. Goal achievement requires 
commitment, so to maximize the likelihood of success, you need to 
feel a sense of urgency and have an "I must do this" attitude. When 
you don't have this, you risk putting off what you need to do to make 
the goal a reality. This in turn leaves you feeling disappointed and 
frustrated with yourself, both of which are de-motivating. And you can 


end up in a very destructive "I can't do anything or be successful at 
anything" frame of mind. 


Tip: 


To make sure your goal is motivating, write down why it's valuable 
and important to you. Ask yourself, "If | were to share my goal with 
others, what would | tell them to convince them it was a 
worthwhile goal?" You can use this motivating value statement to 
help you if you start to doubt yourself or lose confidence in your 
ability to actually make the goal happen. 


2. Set SMART Goals 


You have probably heard of "SMART goals" already. But do you always 
apply the rule? The simple fact is that for goals to be powerful, they 
should be designed to be SMART. There are many variations of what 
SMART stands for, but the essence is this - goals should be: 


¢ Specific. 

e Measurable. 
e Attainable. 

¢ Relevant. 

¢ Time Bound. 


Set Specific Goals 


Your goal must be clear and well defined. Vague or generalized goals 
are unhelpful because they don't provide sufficient direction. 
Remember, you need goals to show you the way. Make it as easy as 
you can to get where you want to go by defining precisely where you 
want to end up. 


Set Measurable Goals 


Include precise amounts, dates, and so on in your goals so you can 
measure your degree of success. If your goal is simply defined as "To 
reduce expenses" how will you know when you have been successful? 
In one month's time if you have a 1 percent reduction or in two years' 
time when you have a 10 percent reduction? Without a way to 
measure your success you miss out on the celebration that comes 
with knowing you have actually achieved something. 


Set Attainable Goals 


Make sure that it's possible to achieve the goals you set. If you seta 
goal that you have no hope of achieving, you will only demoralize 
yourself and erode your confidence. 


However, resist the urge to set goals that are too easy. Accomplishing 
a goal that you didn't have to work hard for can be anticlimactic at 
best, and can also make you fear setting future goals that carry a risk 
of non-achievement. By setting realistic yet challenging goals, you hit 
the balance you need. These are the types of goals that require you 
to "raise the bar" and they bring the greatest personal satisfaction. 


Set Relevant Goals 


Goals should be relevant to the direction you want your life and 
career to take. By keeping goals aligned with this, you'll develop the 
focus you need to get ahead and do what you want. Set widely 
scattered and inconsistent goals, and you'll fritter your time - and 
your life - away. 


Set Time-Bound Goals 


You goals must have a deadline. Again, this means that you know 
when you can celebrate success. When you are working on a 
deadline, your sense of urgency increases and achievement will come 
that much quicker. 


3. Set Goals in Writing 


The physical act of writing down a goal makes it real and tangible. You 
have no excuse for forgetting about it. As you write, use the word 
"will" instead of "would like to" or "might." For example, "I will reduce 
my operating expenses by 10 percent this year," not "I would like to 
reduce my operating expenses by 10 percent this year." The first goal 
statement has power and you can "see" yourself reducing expenses, 
the second lacks passion and gives you an excuse if you get 
sidetracked. 


Tip 1: 


Frame your goal statement positively. If you want to improve your 
retention rates say, "I will hold on to all existing employees for the 
next quarter" rather than "I will reduce employee turnover." The 
first one is motivating; the second one still has a get-out clause 
"allowing" you to succeed even if some employees leave. 


Tip 2: 


If you use a To-Do List &, make yourself a To-Do List template 
that has your goals at the top of it. If you use an Action Program 
©, then your goals should be at the top of your Project Catalog. 


Post your goals in visible places to remind yourself every day of what 
it is you intend to do. Put them on your walls, desk, computer 
monitor, bathroom mirror or refrigerator as a constant reminder. You 
can even post them in the Mind Tools Club forum, and share them 
with other members for added motivation. 


4. Make an Action Plan 


This step is often missed in the process of goal setting. You get so 
focused on the outcome that you forget to plan all of the steps that 
are needed along the way. By writing out the individual steps, and 
then crossing each one off as you complete it, you'll realize that you 
are making progress towards your ultimate goal. This is especially 
important if your goal is big and demanding, or long-term. Read our 
article on Action Plans © for more on how to do this. 


5. Stick With It! 


Remember, goal setting is an ongoing activity not just a means to an 
end. Build in reminders to keep yourself on track, and make regular 
time-slots available to review your goals. Your end destination may 
remain quite similar over the long term, but the action plan you set 
for yourself along the way can change significantly. Make sure the 
relevance, value, and necessity remain high. 


Key Points 


Goal setting is much more than simply saying you want something 
to happen. Unless you clearly define exactly what you want and 
understand why you want it the first place, your odds of success 
are considerably reduced. By following the Five Golden Rules of 
Goal Setting you can set goals with confidence and enjoy the 
satisfaction that comes along with knowing you achieved what you 
set out to do. 


So, what will you decide to accomplish today? 


Did you find this article helpful? , 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Cos, 


So pleased for you that you've made that call and have arranged 
to meet the NICTA guy! Well done to you! So, when is it because 
I'd love to hear an update! 


| firmly believe that when you are interested in building a contact, 
it is important to chat about the company, the environment, the 
current workforce ... anything, but ask them directly for a job. 


| call these type of meetings as ‘information gathering’ rather than 
going to hit them up for a job! Although your intention might 
ultimately be that you want to ask them about a reference for a 
job, start by building up the relationship, expressing your interest 
and curiosity in their area. I'd even go so far as to ask them if they 
knew anyone else they could put you in touch with to help you on 
your search! 


In a way, it's like approaching them from the side angle with a 
softly-softly approach than going direclty straight in. 


Good luck and keep us posted. 
Midgie 


November 27, 2007 


Dianna wrote 


Good for you Cos. Networking is a big factor in getting the jobs we 
want. You don't have to ask George for a job, you just need to 
build a relationship with him so that he'll feed you information 
about what is happening and he might also become a great 
person to bounce ideas off of, given that he's in the industry you 
have targeted. Maybe the NICTA isn't right for you but one of their 
associate organizations is? 


Either way you need insider information so look at this meeting as 
a chance to learn. 


| wish you well. Please do let us know what transpires. 
Dianna 


November 26, 2007 


cobberas wrote 
Hi Miadanu 


What appeals to me especially about NICTA is the sorts of projects 
they do (life sciences), and also the fact that they have quite a 
number of them running here in the town where | live. Almost 
every other IT project run here is related to Defence, Finance or 
Admin - yuk, yuk, yuk!!! 


About the PhD - they're very costly things to do, both from a fees 
point of view and because of spending 3-odd years without an 
income. There is the odd scholarship and bursary floating by, and 


| have managed to nab a couple of these throughout my working/ 
study life, but | wasn't burdened with rent payments at the time! 


| have made a time to have coffee with young George of NICTA, so 
thanks for your suggestions of what | might ask him. | just don't 
feel comfortable with a straight-out "How can | come and work 
with you guys?" 


Thanks and cheers 
cos 


November 25, 2007 


miadanu wrote 
Hi Cos, 


How about an alternative approach to the conversation... you 
mentioned above that you think you want a career in 
biomechanics but you weren't 100% sure. What is it that makes 
you want to work at NICTA in particular? Why aren't you ina 
position to go for a PhD (if it's true that this is a pre-requisite and 
that there isn't anyone working there without one)? 


Chat with this person about their experience of the field, the 
company, etc. It doesn't have to be focused around ‘What do | 
need to do to get my foot in the door?' That could come later. 
Focus on building and maintaining the relationship with them as it 
may yield other opportunities that you have not yet considered. 


It's good to be focused on what you want. Just don't let that focus 
blinker yourself to other opportunities that may present 
themselves to you 


November 25, 2007 


Anonymous wrote 


Ummmzm ... | don't really know what to say to the guy! | can 
imagine the conversation going something like: 

Q: George (for the sake of this discussion), what do | need to do to 
come and work at NICTA? 

A: Well Cos, you need to have a PhD in either Engineering or 
Computing, just like everyone else here. 

.. yeah well, | know that already from their website. And I'm not in 
a position to tackle a PhD in either of those fields. 


OK, maybe I'm being a tad too negative about all this! But | really 
have had a lot of knockbacks since | finished the Grad Dip in 
Computing last year, and nothing much has changed in my skill- 
set since then. 

cos 


November 23, 2007 


Midgie wrote 


WOW Cos, You already know someone who works in the 
organisation you'd love to work in (NICTA), and you haven't yet 
arranged a meet up?!? What's stopping you? What do you need to 
happen to pick up the phone and arrange a coffee meet up?!? 


It can indeed be scary to actually take those steps towards 
pursuing your dream ... however, once you've taken at least one 
step ... it's a step in the right direction and can make you feel 
really good! 


If it is a confidence thing, then why not try recalling a situation or 
time where you felt really good and confident abuot yourself - 
perhaps it was within a work context or perhaps it was when you 
did some amazing bike mechanics and tackled a challenging job. 
Really tap into that memory, get a sense of how you feel in your 
body when you recall that 'feel good' memory. Then, while still 
retaining those feelings / sensations, make that call to the guy in 
NICTA. 


It is amazing that when we recall a sensation of confidence and 
then turn around and do something where we were originally 
feeling less confident, those feel good feelings carry over. 


Give it a try and let us know how you got on with your coffee! 
Midgie 


November 22, 2007 


cobberas wrote 


Hmmm, looks like | wasn't logged on when | submitted my 
previous post. Dunno wot happened there! 
cos 


November 21, 2007 


Anonymous wrote 
Hi Midgie 


Fair point. | think the key here is that | have to 'make' rather than 
'find' a career in biomechanics. Plus | think | need to be 
completely clear that that's where | want to go (which I'm not 
always Sure of). 


| actually made a Start on it some years ago. | figured | would 
need both academic qualifications and work experience in the 
field. When I made the decision to aim at biomechanics | already 
had quite a collection of academic qualifications that stood me in 
good stead - including a Bachelor and Masters degrees in 
neurophysiology and a sports massage Certificate. | added a 
Graduate Diploma in computing, which | finished last year. None 


of these qualifications is specifically in biomechanics but | could 
study that next if need be. I'd like to be on the design side of 
things rather than the technician side of it, simply using the 
machines that have already been made - which is what the 
biomechanics courses are aimed at. 


Getting some work experience in the field has really got me 
stumped. For the most part I've taken whatever jobs | could get 
throughout my working life, as | kept missing out on the jobs more 
closely related to biomechanics. So I've ended up with a wealth of 
work experience in research, specifically in the social sciences, 
project coordination, and small business management. 


I'm currently teaching myself to program in C++, as most of the 
job adverts that appeal to me have that requirement, but it's a 
very slow process and | often run outa steam. I'd love to work ina 
company such as NICTA (National ICT Australia) and | have sent 
them my expression of interest but got not response. They mostly 
employ people who have a PhD in computing! I'm hoping that | 
can get a foot in via my project coordination experience. 


Amazingly enough | actually know someone who works in NICTA. | 
have mentioned to him that I'd love to chat with him about it but | 
haven't managed to arrange anything yet. | think it's a confidence 
thing on my part! 

Does that sound OK? Any ideas where | can improve? 

cos 


November 21, 2007 


Midgie wrote 

Hi Cos, 

OK ... So here is a typical coach question ... what are you going to 
do about finding a career in biomechanics? And, in the meantime, 
can you use/develop those skills somehow, someway, in your 
current role or outside of work? 


Making bold career moves is always challenging, however, the 
rewards are ultimately worth the effort. 


Good luck with things and keep us posted on your progress! 
Midgie 
November 21, 2007 
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How Good is Your Time 
Management? 


Discover Time Management Tools That Can Help You 


How often do you find yourself 
running out of time? Weekly, 
daily, hourly? For many people, 
it seems that there's just never 
enough time in the day to get 
everything done. 


When you know how to 
manage your time you gain 
control of what you achieve. 


Take this self-test quiz to 
identify the aspects of time 
management that you need most help with. The results will point you 
to the specific tools that will help you to work more efficiently. 


© iStockphoto 


How Good is Your Time Management? 
Instructions: 


For each statement, click the button in the column that best describes 
you. Please answer questions as you actually are (rather than how 
you think you should be), and don't worry if some questions seem to 
score in the 'wrong direction’. When you are finished, please click the 
‘Calculate My Total' button at the bottom of the test. 


15 Statements to 


1 Are the tasks you work on during 
the day the ones withthe highest © © © © © 
priority? 

2 Do you find yourself completing 
tasks at the last minute, or asking oO oO ODO DO oO 
for extensions? 

3 Do you set aside time for planning 


and scheduling? Cc) “GO 


4 Do you know how much time you 
are spending on the various jobs ()) Oy Cy a * 
you do? 


5 How often do you find yourself 
dealing with interruptions? Cy a ir 6S 


6 Do you use goal setting to decide 
what tasks and activities you C co wy © 
should work on? 


7 Do you leave contingency time in 
your schedule to deal with "the (ey oe © 
unexpected"? 


8 Do you know whether the tasks 
you are working on are high, Oa Oo DO © 
medium, or low value? 


9 When you are given a new 


assignment, do you analyze itfor MJ MQ aq c 

importance and prioritize it — = = ~ = 

accordingly? 
10 Are you stressed about deadlines 

and commitments? SS Oo & @ & 
11 Do distractions often keep you . . 

from working on critical tasks? CO OC @: «a -@ 
12 Do you find you have to take work 

home, in order to get it done? > © @ oO © 
13 Do you prioritize your "To Do" list . 

or Action Program? O O OC 0 OC 
14 Do you regularly confirm your 

priorities with your boss? Cr 3 4) OE 


15 Before you take on a task, do you 
check that the results will be Co yh Ir oF 
worth the time put in? 


Calculate My Total ©} 


Score Interpretation 


score} comment 


46-75 You're managing your time very effectively! Still, check 
the sections below to see if there's anything you can 
tweak to make this even better. 


score} Comment 


31-45 You're good at some things, but there's room for 
improvement elsewhere. Focus on the serious issues 
below, and you'll most likely find that work becomes 
much less stressful. 


15-30 Ouch. The good news is that you've got a great 
opportunity to improve your effectiveness at work, and 
your long term success! However, to realize this, you've 
got to fundamentally improve your time management 
Skills. (Read below to start.) 


As you answered the questions, you probably had some insight into 
areas where your time management could use a pick-me-up. The 
following is a quick summary of the main areas of time management 
that were explored in the quiz, and a guide to the specific tools you 
can use for each. 


Goal Setting 
(Questions 6, 10, 14, 15) 


To start managing time effectively, you need to set goals. When you 
know where you're going, you can then figure out what exactly needs 
to be done, in what order. Without proper goal setting, you'll fritter 
your time away on a confusion of conflicting priorities. 


People tend to neglect goal setting because it requires time and 
effort. What they fail to consider is that a little time and effort put in 
now saves an enormous amount of time, effort and frustration in the 
future. Mind Tools has two great articles on goal setting that are must- 
reads for everyone. If you are serious about time management, we 
suggest you start with Personal Goal Setting © and The Golden 
Rules of Goal Setting ©. We also recommend Treasure Mapping 


Prioritization 
(Questions 1, 4, 8, 9, 13, 14, 15) 


Prioritizing what needs to be done is especially important. Without it, 
you may work very hard, but you won't be achieving the results you 
desire because what you are working on is not of strategic 
importance. 


Most people have a "to-do" list of some sort. The problem with many 
of these lists is they are just a collection of things that need to get 
done. There is no rhyme or reason to the list and, because of this, the 
work they do is just as unstructured. So how do you work on To Do 
List tasks - top down, bottom up, easiest to hardest? 


To work efficiently you need to work on the most important, highest 
value tasks. This way you won't get caught scrambling to get 
something critical done as the deadline approaches. For information 


on how to start prioritizing your tasks, see 
Activity Logs ©, Prioritized To Do Lists 9, Prioritization 9, The 
Action Priority Matrix ©, and The Urgent/Important Matrix 9. 


Managing Interruptions 
(Questions 5, 9, 11, 12) 


Having a plan and knowing how to prioritize it is one thing. The next 
issue is Knowing what to do to minimize the interruptions you face 
during your day. It is widely recognized that managers get very little 
uninterrupted time to work on their priority tasks. There are phone 
calls, information requests, questions from employees, and a whole 
host of events that crop up unexpectedly. Some do need to be dealt 
with immediately, but others need to be managed. Two excellent tools 
that discuss how to minimize your interrupted time are The Urgent/ 
Important Matrix © and Managing Interruptions 9. 


However, some jobs need you to be available for people when they 
need help - interruption is a natural and necessary part of life. Here, 
do what you sensibly can to minimize it, but make sure you don't 
scare people away from interrupting you when they should. 


Procrastination 
(Questions 2, 10, 12) 


"I'll get to it later" has led to the downfall of many a good employee. 
After too many "laters" the work piles up so high that any task seems 
insurmountable. Procrastination is as tempting as it is deadly. The 
best way to beat it is to recognize that you do indeed procrastinate. 
Then you need to figure out why. Perhaps you are afraid of failing? 
(And some people are actually afraid of success!) 


Once you know why you procrastinate then you can plan to get out of 
the habit. Reward yourself for getting jobs done, and remind yourself 
regularly of the horrible consequences of not doing those boring 
tasks! For more help on recognizing and overcoming procrastination 
see our guide to Beating Procrastination ©. 


Scheduling 
(Questions 3, 7, 12) 


Much of time management comes down to effective scheduling of 

your time. When you know what your goals and priorities are, you 

then need to know how to go about creating a schedule that keeps 
you on track, and protects you from stress. 


This means understanding the factors that affect the time you have 
available for work. You not only have to schedule priority tasks, you 
have to leave room for interruptions, and contingency time for those 
unexpected events that otherwise wreak chaos with your schedule. 
By creating a robust schedule that reflects your priorities and well as 
supports your personal goals, you have a winning combination: One 
that will allow you to control your time and keep your life in balance. 
To learn specific scheduling skills, see our articles on Pickle Jar 
Theory © and Scheduling Skills 9. 


Key Points 


Time management is an essential skill that helps you keep your 
work under control, at the same time that it helps you keep stress 
to a minimum. 


We would all love to have an extra couple of hours in every day. 
Seeing as that is impossible, we need to work smarter on things 
that have the highest priority, and then creating a schedule that 
reflects our work and personal priorities. 


With this in place, we can work in a focused and effective way, and 
really start achieving those goals, dreams and ambitions we care 
so much about. 


Did you find this article helpful? x 
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What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 


sometimes all it takes is a bit of self awareness... So glad you are 
feeling empowered to get in the right track. Something | 
encourage people to do when they start a time management 
improvement project is complete an activity log. We have a 
worksheet at the end of this article http://www.mindtools.com/ 
community/pages/article/nNewHTE_03.php 


It will help you see time wasting patterns and habits that are 
holding you back. When combined with a prioritized to do list, it's 
a great place to get started. Let us know how it goes! 


Dianna 


November 19, 2013 


vyb21 wrote 
Hi 


| have just completed the test and wow how it highlights the areas 
| have let drift. | have reverted to an action list with no priorities, 
not focussing on the important goals...| have planned in the 
additional reading so here is to more productive time both in work 
and home life! 


November 15, 2013 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Fruitful, 
Glad you gained some insights into yourself and this is most 
certainly the first step towards change. 


As Dianna suggested, being accountable to someone else can 
sometimes be the thing that keeps us going and keeps us taking 
regular and consistent action. Why not come on over to the Goal 
Coaching area - viewforum.php?f=11 - and post some of your 
goals. |, and others, will be happy to offer our thoughts, questions 
and support to help you on your way. If you are not clear about 
what your goals are, still come on over and we can chat about it 
to help you clarify them. 


Hope to see you around. 
Midgie 


September 17, 2013 


Dianna wrote 


the first step to improvement is a plan. Congrats on adding 


resources to your learning plan. Keep us updated on how things 
are going. Accountability is often a factor in success and 
motivation. Also, if you are a premium member we have the eight- 
part Certified Effective Time Manager Course you can participate 
in. Here is the link for more information: 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/Premium/TimeManager.php 


All the best!! Please do let us know if we can help you transition to 
a confident time manager. 


Dianna 


September 16, 2013 


Fruitful wrote 


| can see myself clearly with this test. I've always known | have 
time management problem but | didn't know the extent and 
impact. This is very eye opening and explains the root of my 
stressed life. Not just at work but even for other responsibilities | 
hold outside work. 


Thank you and | really do hope that all the resources I've added to 
my learning plan will help me to get from zero level to 
somewhere. 


September 14, 2013 


Dianna wrote 

Great to hear! Keep us posted on how you are doing and the 
improvements you are making. There is a lot of value in sharing 
ideas and experiences. 


Talk soon! 
Dianna 


June 13, 2012 


careercpr wrote 

| enjoyed this article tremendously. | liked how the results are 
broken down into what | call the 5 essentials of time management. 
Having the results broken down this way will helps me see what | 
do well and what areas | have some room for improvement. The 
recommended articles are helpful as well. 


June 12, 2012 


suraj11487 wrote 
Hi Dianna, 


Thanks. It's working fine now. | tried it the following day. It worked. 


May 30, 2012 


Dianna wrote 

Hi Suraj, 

It appears to be working fine. Can you check again and let me 
know if you still can't get a total. 


Thanks! 
Dianna 


May 30, 2012 
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How Productive Are You? 


When we want to get more 
done, many of us simply work 
longer hours, move deadlines 
around, and multitask. 


Although these strategies can 
provide some short-term relief, 
they aren't sustainable in the 
long term. Pretty soon, this 
approach becomes a way of 
life, leading to high levels of 
stress and eventually, poor Find out how you can get more done. 
productivity. © iStockphoto/pryzmat 


Productivity is a measure of how much you accomplish - not how 
busy you are. So it's far better to learn how to work intelligently, and 
to use leverage to achieve more with your time and resources. This 
will increase your productivity - and help you find extra time to do 
other things. 


The quiz below will help you to understand how productive you are. 
Then, the discussion and resources that follow will help you identify 
strategies that you can use to increase your productivity, so that you 
can do more, with less stress. 


How Productive Are You? 
Instructions: 


For each statement, click the button in the column that best describes 
you. Please answer questions as you actually are (rather than how 
you think you should be), and don't worry if some questions seem to 
score in the 'wrong direction’. When you are finished, please click the 
‘Calculate My Total' button at the bottom of the test. 


16 Statements to 


1 | delegate appropriate tasks to 
others to work more efficiently. OO. © ome 


2 | organize my day to take 
advantage of natural highs and OO. 1 © OF © 
lows in my energy and motivation. 


3. | actively look for ways to improve 
the flow of my work, and the way cP oy Sp SC 
that | approach tasks. 


16 Statements to 


4 !can maintain focus on one task 
for a significant period of time. C i Lo 


5 | spend lots of time looking for 
information or documents, or 3) oO. 43 
locating missing items. 

6 | actively look for ways to avoid 


wasting time andeffort-bothfor © © © © © 
myself and for my team. 


7 | multitask regularly. 


8 | use the talents, time, and 
expertise of other people on my OS — © 30- -O 
team to help get the work done. 


9 | use techniques like skimming 
and note taking to identify the key 
points from the documents that | O O O O O 
receive. 


10 | use a formal tracking system to 
understand how | spend my time. te © © 


11 | have a clear plan for dealing with . 
disruptions and interruptions. O O 0 OO O 


12 The volume of correspondence . 
and documentation thatl receive © © © © © 
on a daily basis overwhelms me. 


13 | delay difficult or unpleasant 


tasks until the last minute - or QO ©. Oo: 0 oO 
until the issue disappears on its = ~ ~ 
own. 


14 To ensure that things are done 
right, | keep close track of the yO 2 OC oC 
activities and decisions of others ~ ~ ~ ~ = 
on my team. 


15 | find that my mind wanders, and 
it's hard to concentrate for long. OO OO 0 © 


16 | do all of the tasks that are 
assigned to me, and hope that | Oo 7 OQ 6 
can keep up with the volume of ~ — 
work. 


0 


16 Statements to 


Calculate My Total ©} 


Score Interpretation 


score} comment 


16-36 You have some work to do to become more productive. 
It's inefficient simply to fill your day with tasks or to try 
to do too much without considering your limits and 
priorities. Use the information and resources below as 
your motivation to work smarter, not harder. The good 
news: you'll soon be accomplishing very much more, in 
less time. (Read below to start.) 


37-58 You're on the right track with your productivity efforts, 
and you probably get your most important work done. 
However, you could be more productive. Use the 
productivity techniques and resources outlined below to 
become more productive and efficient in your daily life. 
(Read below to start.) 


59-80 Fantastic! You have a clear understanding of your 
priorities, and you use your time to maximize your 
output. You also think about how to use leverage to get 
the most from your time, and to use it to the 
organization's advantage. This makes you a real asset. 
Where appropriate, use the resources below to continue 
to build on and improve your productivity skills. (Read 
below to start.) 


This quiz highlights five key elements of working productively - 
organization, attitude, delegation, information integration, and 
effective use of systems. We'll look at these key areas below. By 
increasing your performance and effectiveness in these areas, you'll 
accomplish more in your day. You'll also begin to understand where to 
focus your time and energy to improve your productivity, and get 
better results. 


Organization 
(Questions 2, 5, 7, 10) 


The first step in any productivity improvement plan is to get 
organized. Think about how to arrange your physical space so that it 
helps, rather than hurts, your performance. Messy desks and drawers 
affect your productivity because you spend valuable time searching 
through piles of documents, instead of doing high-value activities. 
Learning how to be organized @ is an art, and you need to work on 
it every day. From organizing email © to organizing your files ©, 
there are many great systems that can help you order your working 
environment. 


Organization also involves self-awareness, and becoming aware of 
how you spend your time is essential for improving productivity. An 
Activity Log © shows you exactly where you use your time well and 
where you waste time handling low-priority work, interruptions and 
distractions. Activity logs also uncover whether you rely on 
multitasking ©: doing more than one thing at a time actually 
decreases productivity. 


Self-awareness also helps you to understand when you do your best 
work. Some people do their best work early in the morning, and 
others aren't fully productive until the afternoon or evening. 
Understanding your work pattern preferences will help you schedule 
important priority tasks for the times of day when you perform the 
best. Our article Is This a "Morning Task"? © explores this in more 
detail. 


Attitude 
(Questions 4, 11, 13, 15) 


The next part of improving productivity is related to your attitude and 
approach to your work. Self-motivation © is very important if you 
want to maximize your productivity. Learn what motivates you to do 
your best work - and then create the best environment possible so 
that you to do so. Also, when you create an environment that 
supports productivity, you can get in flow ©. This is a state that 
allows you to focus intensely on your work to achieve incredible 
results. 


To get into this high-productivity zone, you must also minimize or 
eliminate disruptions. Have a plan for managing interruptions ©, 
managing your stress, and improving your concentration ®. As 
you take positive steps to control your time and schedule, you'll likely 
reduce your stress, which will allow you to experience more positive 
energy. This is essential for getting "in flow", so that your whole 
productivity plan supports and improves itself once you get started. 


Your mindset is fundamentally important for increasing productivity 
and improving overall time management. Think positively, and take 
small actions to improve your performance. This will give you the 
motivation and inspiration that you need to continue moving forward 
with your plan. Start now by adopting a positive perspective ©, and 
by believing that you can, indeed, be productive and accomplish your 
goals. 


Delegation 
(Questions 1, 8, 14) 


Being productive is not a lone sport. To be truly productive in a work 
setting, you must rely on your team to help you. That's why work 
teams are the preferred way to reach goals - together, you can 
achieve much more than with the single efforts of individuals. 


To use the power of teamwork, you must know how to delegate 
effectively. Delegating isn't simply having others do your work - 
successful delegation © ensures that the right person performs the 
task, regardless of who is ultimately responsible for getting it done. 
When people are able to work on their high-priority tasks, then 
everybody - and your organization - wins. If you spend too much time 
doing work that other people could do, and you have no time to make 
progress on your own key objectives, then you need to reevaluate 
who should be doing what on a regular basis. 


Delegating effectively means providing sufficient support and 
resources so that another person can complete the job well. It doesn't 
mean micromanaging © the process and checking every 10 minutes 
that things are being done right (in other words, "your way"). To 
delegate successfully, learn how to let go and trust people to do what 
must be done. When you do this on a regular basis and build a team 
of people who all help one another as needed, your productivity levels 
will increase radically. 


Information Integration 
(Questions 9, 12) 


Your productivity will also increase when you master how to identify 
and use information quickly. Emails, memos, trade magazines, 
published studies, status reports, operating statistics, financial results 
- these are just some of the information categories that you may 
receive on a regular basis. If you try to read each of these in detail, it 
might take a day or more each week! 


So, look at strategies for overcoming information overload &. You 
must approach information with a critical mind. What do you need to 
know? What type of information will a particular document provide? 
How will you use this information to improve the way that you work? 
Your answers to questions like these will help you determine the level 
of detail you need from each document. You may simply be able to 
ignore some items, or quickly skim topics and headings of others. Use 
these and other active reading strategies © to help you reduce the 
time that you spend dealing with information and documentation. 


If you must read a lot of information in detail, learn how to speed 
read ©. Our article on the subject reviews several ways to read 
material quickly, and you can practice speed reading on your own. If 
you process and integrate information quickly and effectively, it will 
help you work more productively. 


Productive Systems 


(Questions 1, 3, 6, 16) 


Finally, to increase your productivity, improve the way that you and 
your team work. 


Improving organizational systems not only helps you accomplish more 
- it can also help your organization leverage © its assets effectively, 
to achieve its objectives and be more successful. Consider continuous 
improvement through practices like Kaizen © and other techniques 
like Kanban © and Job Analysis ©. These will encourage you to look 
at everyday tasks, processes and practices, and review how you can 
do things better. Also, learn from lean manufacturing © 
approaches, and ask "How can we do what we do with less waste?" 


Whether it's reducing bottlenecks © in a process or running 
meetings more effectively ©, anything that contributes to a more 
efficient work environment will ultimately make you more productive. 


Key Points 


No matter how well you're performing right now, you can almost 
always improve productivity. When you're more productive, you 
contribute strongly to the overall success and profitability of your 
organization. And it feels good to be in control of your time, and 
know that you can produce the results that are expected of you. 


To be more productive, get organized, have the right attitude, 
manage information you receive effectively, and actively seek 
ways to improve your working systems. Taking this approach will 
help you to increase your personal productivity and effectiveness. 


Did you find this article helpful? A 


No 


a, 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


up 


More Self-tests 


ay 


Poa Print 
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What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Vatsala, 
Welcome to the Club where you will find many resources that can 
help you professionally and personally. 


You asked about getting the tool to calculate productivity, and it is 
contained within the article - http://www.mindtools.com/ 
community/pages/article/productivity-quiz.php 


Where you referring to something else? We're always happy to 
help so if that was not what you were referring to, just let me 
know. 


Many of us want to become more productive and benefit from the 
help, Support and ideas we get from here. So, if you have any 
questions why not post them in the Cafe area and see what 
suggestions are offered from other members. 


If there is anything | can help you with, just let me know. 
Midgie 


June 7, 2012 


vatsala wrote 


This is a great article. 
can i get this tool of calculating productivity? 


Regards 
Vatsala 


June 6, 2012 


Midgie wrote 


Seeing this article again reminds me to do a few more things to 
become more productive like leveraging other people's input and 
planning my day to go with the ebb and flow of my energy levels. 


| find | sometimes push myself to get work done when my energy 
is low like at the end of the day. | should know better!! 


So, with a couple of weeks coming up over the holidays where | 
want to catch up with myself, this reminder comes at a perfect 
time! 


What sort of reminders can you use to become more productive? 
Midgie 


December 14, 2011 


Rachel wrote 
Hi All 
Do you want to get more done without working more hours? 


This week's Featured Favorite is our productivity self-test. Take the 
test, and find out how you can improve. 


Click below to get started! 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/productivity- 
quiz.php 


Best wishes 
Rachel 


December 13, 2011 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Riz, 
Managing disruptions is almost an art form, particularly in open 
plan offices or offices with an open door policy. 


A couple of 'tricks', in addition to what you are already doing, is to 
have a Do Not Disturb sign on your desk when you want to 
concentrate on something. If someone does disturb you, it is then 
important that you acknowledge them and say you will get back 
to them once you are finished. And, make sure you give them an 
approximate time when you will get back to them. 


This touches on having clear boundaries when you are available 
and when you are not, and if you are disturbed when you said you 
were not to be disturbed, then it is up to you to not engage with 
that person until you are free. 

Barring any real emergencies, most things can generally wait! 


Anyone else, ideas? 
Midgie 


October 13, 2010 

rtab wrote 

Hi all, 

| find it hard to manage disruption in an open plan office. Most of 


the time | plug in to my iPod, book out my diary and forward my 
phone to voicemail but | still get disruptions!! 


Any suggestions? 


Cheers 
Riz 


October 13, 2010 


Midgie wrote 


HI stellemeks, 

It can indeed be challenging to multi-task, and many people do 
actually experience a decrease in efficiency, effectiveness and 
productivity. | personally think that multi-tasking is over-rated and 
actually focusing on one thing at a time is alot more effective. 


Rather than diluting your energy and attention on 101 things to 
do and taking quite some time to complete all of them; you can 
pour 100% of your attention on one thing, get it done and then 
move onto the next ... quickly! 


Delegating is a great way you can get things off your plate so you 
can concentrate on things. The trick is having someone you can 
delegate to! 


What strategies to people use to become more productive? It 
would be interesting to hear different ideas as it might help some 
members become more productive themselves. 


Midgie 


October 6, 2010 


stellemeks wrote 


This is really gooooood for me. Being a mother of three under 10 
children, without a nanny and a fulltime work, | have always 
multitaksed and gotten my home to run efficiently. However, from 
this post | have seen why my productivity level gets low in the 
office (sometimes). | also multitask and that messes up my work 
sometimes and does not provide opportunity for intense thinking. 
| have been thinking more lately of managing my time better and 
focusing on one or two key goals perday and getting them done 
well. | have also started leveraging on people's skills and talents 
around me as we are only a 2-man team. | found that many 
people around me were willing to do stuff that would have 
otherwise taken most of my useful thinking and work time. 


| AM VERY GRATEFUL FOR THIS POST 


October 6, 2010 


Midgie wrote 


This is a really great tool that touches on ‘five key elements of 
working productively - organization, attitude, delegation, 


information integration, and effective use of systems. ' 

What I liked most about it was that it highlights areas where you 
could improve or do things more effectively. Plus, it has lots of 
links to other resources where you can go for extra information 
and help! 

Definitely good food for thought! 

Midgie 

October 4, 2010 
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How Self-Motivated Are You? 


Taking Charge of Your Goals and Achievements 


Are you motivated to achieve 
what you really want in life? 


And how hard do you push 
yourself to get things done? 


Wanting to do something and ENERGY 


motivating yourself to actually 
do it are two different things. 


So, what's the difference 

between those who never 

reach their goals, year after Find your source of energy. 
year, and those who achieve © iStockphoto 
one goal after another? Often, 

it's their self-motivation. 


Self-motivation is the force that keeps pushing us to go on - it's our 
internal drive to achieve, produce, develop, and keep moving forward. 
When you think you're ready to quit something, or you just don't 
know how to start, your self-motivation is what pushes you to go on. 


With self-motivation, you'll learn and grow - regardless of the specific 
situation. That's why it's such a fundamental tool for reaching your 
goals, achieving your dreams, and succeeding, in this journey we call 
life. 


So, how self-motivated are you? We've put together a short quiz to 
give you a better understanding of how self-motivated you are. After 
the quiz, we'll discuss some specific tips for improving your self- 
motivation, so that you can achieve still more in your life. 


The Self-Motivation Quiz 


Instructions: 


For each statement, click the button in the column that best describes 
you. Please answer questions as you actually are (rather than how 
you think you should be), and don't worry if some questions seem to 
score in the 'wrong direction’. When you are finished, please click the 
‘Calculate My Total' button at the bottom of the test. 


12 Statements to 


1 I'm unsure of my ability to achieve 
the goals | set for myself. OO O OO © © 


12 Statements to 


2 When working on my goals, | put 
in maximum effort and work even Cy < © 
harder if I've suffered a setback. 


3. | regularly set goals and 
objectives to achieve my vision GC). ay. > 
for my life. 


4 | think positively about setting 
goals andmakingsuremyneeds © © © © CC 
are met. 


5 | use rewards (and consequences) 
to keep myself focused. For 
example, if | finish my report on Ce See One Ome: 
time, | allow myself to take a 
coffee break. 


6 | believe that if | work hard and 
apply my abilities and talents, | Cy OO OO 2 © 
will be successful. 

7 | worry about deadlines and 
getting things done, which causes () () © © C 
stress and anxiety. 


8 When an unexpected event 
threatens or jeopardizes my goal, 


| tend to walk away, set a Cc) 3. 1 4) 
different goal, and move in a new 
direction. 


9 When!come up with a really good 
idea, | am surprised by my 
creativity. | figure it is my lucky GC i ao Oo © 
day, and caution myself not to get 
used to the feeling. 


10 | tend to do the minimum amount 
of work necessary to keep my oO oO OO oO C 
boss and my team satisfied. 


11 | tend to worry about why | won't 
reach my goals, and | often focus 
on why something probably won't C C C C C 
work. 


12 | create a vivid and powerful 
vision of my future success before () © © © © 
embarking on a new goal. 


Calculate My Total © 


Score Interpretation 


score} Comment 


44-60 Wonderful! You get things done, and you don't let 
anything stand in your way. You make a conscious effort 
to stay self-motivated, and you spend significant time 
and effort on setting goals and acting to achieve those 
goals. You attract and inspire others with your success. 
Treasure this - and be aware that not everyone is as self- 
motivated as you are! (Read below for more.) 


28-43 You're doing OK on self-motivation. You're certainly not 
failing - however, you could achieve much more. To 
achieve what you want, try to increase the motivation 
factors in all areas of your life. Read the relevant 
sections below, and work on them to strengthen your 
self-motivation. 


12-27 You allow your personal doubts and fears to keep you 
from succeeding. You've probably had a few incomplete 
goals in the past, so you may have convinced yourself 
that you aren't self-motivated - and then you've made 
that come true. Break this harmful pattern now, and start 
believing in yourself again. The tools and tips below will 
help you get back your motivation. 


Factors in Self-Motivation 


Self-motivation is complex. It's linked to your level of initiative in 
setting challenging goals for yourself; your belief that you have the 
skills and abilities needed to achieve those goals; and your 
expectation that if you put in enough hard work, you will succeed (or 
at least be in the running, if it's a competitive situation). 


Four factors are necessary to build the strongest levels of self- 
motivation: 

Self-confidence and self-efficacy. 

Positive thinking, and positive thinking about the future. 
Focus and strong goals. 

A motivating environment. 


PwN 


By working on all of these together, you should quickly improve your 
self-motivation. Let's look at each of these factors individually. 

1. Self-Confidence and Self-Efficacy 

(Statements 1, 2, 6, 8) 


Part of being self-motivated is having good levels of self-assurance, 
self-confidence, and self-efficacy. More on these below! 


Being highly self-assured means you will set challenging goals for 
yourself, and it's also a resiliency factor for when you encounter 
setbacks. If you don't believe in yourself you'll be much more likely to 
think, "I knew | couldn't do this" instead of, "This one failure isn't 
going to stop me!" 


Albert Bandura, a psychologist from Stanford University, defined self- 
efficacy as a belief in our own ability to succeed, and our ability to 
achieve the goals we set for ourselves. This belief has a huge impact 
on your approach to goal setting and your behavioral choices as you 
work toward those goals. 


According to Bandura's research, high self-efficacy results in an ability 
to view difficult goals as a challenge, whereas people with low self- 
efficacy would likely view the same goals as being beyond their 
abilities, and might not even attempt to achieve them. 


It also contributes to how much effort a person puts into a goal in the 
first place, and how much he or she perseveres despite setbacks. 


By developing a general level of self-confidence in yourself, you will 
not only believe you can succeed, but you'll also recognize and enjoy 
the successes you've already had. That, in turn, will inspire you to 
build on those successes. The momentum created by self-confidence 
is hard to beat. 


Take these steps: 


e Think about the achievements in your life. 
e Examine your strengths © to understand what you can build on. 


e Determine what other people see as your strengths and key 
capabilities. 


e Set achievable goals for yourself, work to achieve them, and 
enjoy that achievement. 


e Seek out mentors and other people who model the 
competencies, skills, and attributes you desire. 


As you begin to recognize how much you've already achieved - and 
understand how much potential you have - you will have the 
confidence to set goals and achieve the things you desire. The more 
you look for reasons to believe in yourself, the easier it will be to find 
ways to motivate yourself. 


Our article on Building Self-Confidence © teaches you how to 
develop this self-confidence, and gives you steps you can use to 
start feeling great about yourself. It will also put you firmly on the 
path to self-assurance and Self-efficacy. 


2. Positive Thinking, and Positive Thinking About the Future 
(Statements 4, 9, 11, 12) 
Your life today is the result of your attitudes and choices 


in the past. Your life tomorrow will be the result of your 
attitudes and the choices you make today. 


- Author Unknown 


Positive thinking is closely related to self-confidence as a factor in 
self-motivation. It's important to look at things positively, especially 
when things aren't going as planned and you're ready to give up. 


If you think that things are going to go wrong or that you won't 
succeed, this may influence things in such a way that your predictions 
will come true. This is particularly the case if you need to work hard to 
achieve success, or if you need to persuade others to support you in 
order to succeed. Your thoughts can have a major influence on 
whether you succeed or fail, so make sure those thoughts are "on 
your side." 


Positive thinking also helps you think about an attractive future that 
you want to realize. When you expect positive results, your choices 
will be more positive, and you'll be less likely to leave outcomes to 
fate or chance. Having a vivid picture of success, combined with 
positive thinking, helps you bridge the gap between wanting 
something and going out to get it. 


To apply "the power of positive thinking", do the following: 


e Become aware of your thoughts. Write down these down 
throughout the day. 


e Challenge your negative thoughts, and replace them with 
positive ones. 


e Create a strong and vivid picture of what it will be like to achieve 
your goals. 


¢ Develop affirmations or statements that you can repeat to 
yourself throughout the day. These statements should remind 
you of what you want to achieve, and why you will achieve it. 


e Practice positive thinking until you automatically think about 
yourself and the world in a positive way, every day. 


For even more tips, see our article on Rational Positive 
Thinking ©. You can also take our short quiz, Are You a Positive 
or Negative Thinker? ©. 


3. Focus and Strong Goals 
(Statements 3, 7) 


As we've said above, a key part of building self-motivation is to start 
setting strong goals. These give you focus, a clear sense of direction, 
and the self-confidence that comes from recognizing your own 
achievement. 


First, determine your direction through effective goal setting. 


When you set a goal, you make a promise to yourself. Part of the 
strength of this is that it gives you a clear direction. Part is that you've 
made this promise to yourself, and you'll want to keep this promise. 
And part is that it's a challenge, and it's fun to try to meet that 
challenge! 


But don't set just any goal. According to Locke's goal-setting 
theory ©, your goal should have the following characteristics: 


e Clarity - Effective goals are clear, measurable, specific, and 
based on behavior, not outcomes. 


e Challenge - Goals should be difficult enough to be interesting, 
but not so difficult that you can't reach them. 


¢ Commitment - Goals should be attainable, and should be 
relevant - that is, they should contribute in a significant way to 
the major objectives you're trying to achieve. 


e Regularity of Feedback - Monitor your progress towards your 
goals regularly to maintain your sense of momentum and 
enthusiasm, and enjoy your progress towards those goals. 


¢ Sufficient Respect For Complexity - If the goal involves 
complex work, make sure that you don't over-commit yourself. 
Complex work can take an unpredictably long time to complete 
(particularly if you have to learn how to do the task "on the job"). 


When you have a variety of goals, be sure to schedule your time and 
resources effectively. You can achieve the "focus" part of self- 
motivation by prioritizing and establishing a schedule that will help 
you succeed. It doesn't make sense to work until you're exhausted or 
give up one goal to achieve another. 


Using tools like the Urgent/Important Matrix © and the Action 
Priority Matrix ©, you can quickly and easily see how each goal 
activity fits into the bigger picture of your overall objectives. If you 
fully understand your priorities, you probably won't feel as pressured 
to do everything at once. This can reduce stress and help you to 
concentrate on the most important strategies. 


See our article on Prioritization © for a summary, and for links to 
our top time management and prioritization tools. 


4. Motivating Environment 
(Statements 5, 10) 


The final thing to focus on is surrounding yourself with people and 
resources that will remind you of your goals, and help you with your 
internal motivation. These are external factors - they'll help you get 
motivated from the outside, which is different from the internal 
motivation we've discussed so far. However, the more factors you 
have working for you, the better. 


You can't just rely on these "environmental" or outside elements alone 
to motivate you, but you can use them for extra support. Try the 
following: 


e Look for team work opportunities. Working in a team makes you 
accountable to others. 


e Ask your boss for specific targets and objectives to help you 
measure your success. 


e Ask for interesting assignments. See our article on Maximizing 
Job Satisfaction © for tips on getting the most from your job. 


e Set up some goals that you can easily achieve. Quick wins are 
great for getting you motivated. 


e Buddy up with people who you trust to be supportive, and ask 
them to help keep you accountable. 

e Try not to work by yourself too much. Balance the amount of time 
you work from home with time spent working with others. 


When you start your self-motivation program, you may tend to rely 
heavily on these external factors. As you get more comfortable and 
confident with your self-motivation, you'll probably use them only as 
needed, and for a little extra help. 


Key Points 


Self-motivation doesn't come naturally to everyone. And even 
those who are highly self-motivated need some extra help every 
now and then. 


Build your self-motivation by practicing goal-setting skills, and 
combining those with positive thinking, the creation of powerful 
visions of success, and the building of high levels of self-efficacy 
and self-confidence. 


Your attitude and beliefs about your likelihood of success can 
predict whether or not you actually succeed. Set goals, and work 
hard to achieve them. Examine ways to improve your self- 
motivation, and regularly reassess your motivation levels. If you 
actively keep your internal motivation high, you can significantly 
increase the likelihood of achieving your hopes, dreams, and 
visions of the future. 


Did you find this article helpful? , 


No 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


up 


More Self-tests 


=p 


on Print 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


Hi lameyer1, 

Welcome to the Club. Indeed monitoring our own progress - either 
by ourselves or with someone else like a colleague or coach - can 
help us to stay on track towards our goals. 


This opportunity to pause and check in for progress allows us to 
see whether we are 'on course' or whether we need to make a few 
small adjustments to get back on track. 


If you would like support and encouragement here, we have a 
Goal Coaching section - viewforum.php?f=11 - where you can post 
your goals and your questions and I'll be happy to offer my 
support. 


Hope to see you around. Any questions, just let me know. 
Midgie 


December 19, 2013 


lameyerl1 wrote 

A lot of practice and being mindful go in to the art of being 
successful in business and | am just beginning to see the 
importance of tracking your own personal progress. 


December 17, 2013 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Barry, 

| think you are right about question #9 - the "best" choice should 
be 'not at all’. Positive thinking relates to self motivation and 
thinking that your creative idea is more fate than skill isn't self 
motivating at all. It would indicate you don't feel in control and 
that is a demotivator. I've emailed our editorial team to take a 
look and see if they agree as well. Thanks for the feedback! 


Dianna 


November 27, 2013 


barrypettit wrote 


| think this is a great tool! | am trying to understand the scoring of 


each question. Given that the highest self-motivation score is 60, | 
assume that each of the 12 questions is scored out of 5 (as there 
are 5 possible responses). However, given the nature of each 
question, | assume it varies as to whether the "Not At All" 
response gets a score of 5 or the "Very Often" response gets a 5. | 
went through the quiz and made a decision as to how each 
question would be scored out of 5; However, that scoring does not 
make sense in light of the score | got. 


| have narrowed it down to the difference in how one particular 
question is scored. For instance, question 9 is worded as "When | 
come up with a really good idea, | am surprised by my creativity. | 
figure it is my lucky day, and caution myself not to get used to the 
feeling." However, the response of "Very Often" gets a score of 5 (| 
found this by scoring all questions with the "sometimes" response 
which should get a score of 3 for a total of 36; when | scored #9 
as "very often", it increased the score to 38). A score of 5 for this 
answer to this question does not make sense to me. If | "very 
often" feel that my creativity is a surprise to me, that it is a only a 
stroke of luck, this does not show much self-confidence which is a 
hallmark of self-motivation. 


Or is it because the authors of the quiz figure that a longing and 
searching for the creative spark is a motivating factor? That we 
will become complacent if we are over-confident in our creative 
largess? This doesn't make sense to me, however. 


Thoughts? Should this question be scored differently and this quiz 
calculation be changed? 


November 26, 2013 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Lucy - a tactic to try in your effort to "Do" more is to ask 
yourself, "What one thing can | change or do right now that will 
move me in the direction | want to go?" 


Don't think about the big picture right away because often that 
degree of change is too daunting and we end up doing nothing. 
Break it down into tiny pieces - i.e. when you are reading a book 
and an idea inspires you, write it down and decide what you can 
do in the moment or at the very latest the next day to put the 
idea or concept in motion. The simple act of recording the idea is 
a small step in the right direction! 


I'm a big believer in starting small and building on tiny successes. 
Some people are blessed with an innate ability to drive change in 
their lives and the rest of us need to trick ourselves and use small 
victories to self motivate on a continuous basis. 

So what are you going to DO today? 


Dianna 


July 19, 2011 


Yolande wrote 


lucy2011, | totally relate with what you said about gaining 
knowledge, but having trouble to apply it. Someone once taught 
me the following: "To know and not to do, is not to know." | try and 
keep that in mind...not always successful, but it has helped me a 
lot to take action and DO something when | already have the 
knowledge. 


Regards 
Yolandé 


July 18, 2011 


lucy2011 wrote 

Dianna said: 

That is such an important point - we can "know" how to do a great 
many things but unless and until we actually DO something with 
that knowledge, positive change won't happen. 

That's a reminder for me. | love reading and acquiring information 
and skills, but have a hard time doing something with it (partly 
because | never feel competent enough). I'm trying to change 
that. 


July 15, 2011 


Dianna wrote 

You couldn't have said it better: ... most of the ideas are old 
wisdom, but many people never stop to think about them and use 
them consciously for their benefit. 

That is such an important point - we can "know" how to do a great 
many things but unless and until we actually DO something with 
that knowledge, positive change won't happen. 

Thanks for the reminder! 


Dianna 


January 12, 2010 


fafner wrote 


This is a great article. What | really like about these tests is that 
they pinpoint the problem areas that may be the cause of the 
larger problem. It gives me a clearer direction and a way to focus 
my attention. 


| have yet to complete my New Year bonus booklets to gain more 
clarity and direction in life, but already | can see it would be very 


beneficial for my progress. That is something | have never done at 
it is definitely lacking in my life. 


The idea of setting "practice goals" and rewarding myself for 
achieving them is also inspiring. I'll look into that. 


The thing is, most of the ideas are old wisdom, but many people 
never stop to think about them and use them consciously for their 
benefit. 


January 12, 2010 


postreply 


Return to top of the page 


How to Be Organized 
Taking Control of Your Day 


Time is really the only capital 
any human being has, and the 
one thing he can't afford to 
waste. 


- American inventor Thomas 
Edison 


Do you waste much time during 
your day due to 
disorganization? 


Time spent organizing saves more time in the long 
run. 


Perhaps you spend 5 minutes Seeckoutecewe: 


searching for a misplaced file, 
another 5 looking for an email detailing an important meeting, and 
perhaps 10 minutes more finding today's to-do list, lost in the piles of 
papers on your desk. Before you know it, you've spent an hour 
throughout the day looking for things you can't find. And that's just 
one day! Imagine how much time you're losing each week, each 
month, and each year! 


Many people struggle with disorganization. And, while some think 
they can succeed amidst the chaos, this disorganization can end up 
costing a high price. Disorganization can hold us back from getting 
the promotion we've always wanted. It can block our creativity, add 
stress to our lives, and prevent us from being as productive and 
effective as we could be. 


In this article, we'll look at some strategies for getting organized, so 
that we can start living and working to our full potential. 


Organizing Best Practices 


Use a notebook - One strategy that many organized people use is 
to work with a notebook. This notebook is like a "catch-all" for your 
thoughts and for what you do during the day. 


For instance, use your notebook to take notes when you're talking 
with a colleague or with a client on the phone. If you're working and 
need to remember to tell your boss something, write it down in your 
notebook. If you have a brainstorming session in the afternoon, your 
ideas can go in there too. 


The advantage of a notebook is that you keep all of your thoughts, 
conversations, and ideas in one place. And, once things are written 
down, you don't have to waste mental energy remembering 
everything! 


It's helpful to start a new, dated page each day. This way, you can 
easily go back and find the information you need. 


Get organized during the first 15 minutes of your day - When 
you walk into the office in the morning, spend your first 15 minutes 
looking at what you need to do that day. Start with the "Next Actions" 
list from your Action Program ©, if you have one - or make a To-Do 
List ©, with your most important priorities © at the top. This gives 
you a Solid grasp of what tasks are most important to complete first, 
and what you can complete later in the afternoon. 


During this organization time, knowing when you do your best work 
can also be a helpful scheduling tool. Find out more with our article Is 
This a Morning Task? © 


Clear your desktop - Your desktop can often become a "catch-all" 
zone. There are old papers, future projects, files you're currently 
using, and a pile of papers you simply haven't put away yet. Although 
some people feel they work better with a cluttered desk, it's 
distracting and inhibiting for many of us. 


If you want to get organized, then clearing your desktop is a smart 
strategy. This can be a time-consuming task, so it might be best to 
work on this at the end of the day or at the weekend. It's important to 
do this slowly, especially if your desk is extremely cluttered! 


Start by clearing everything off of your desk. File @ papers and 
reports that you've finished using, and recycle anything you don't 
need. Office supplies should go in a drawer or cabinet. 


The items that are left are probably files and paperwork that you 
currently need. 


Create an "action area" on your desk - Use this area for the 
materials you need to complete the project you're currently working 
on. As soon as you complete each "action," clear this area off to get 
ready for your next task. 


Organize supplies or files you use often - The more often you 
use something, the closer it should be to you. Arrange your desk for 
usefulness, not for the way it looks. 


How do you keep your desk organized? Spend five minutes at the end 
of each day clearing off your desk and keeping it organized. This way, 
you can come into work the next day with a clear, organized surface. 


Organizing Tools 


We live in a time of some amazing technology. Let's use it to get 
organized! 


Use digital calendars or planners - Many people use these to help 
organize their schedules. These can be very helpful for keeping you 
on task! 


For instance, many digital calendars, like Outlook and iCal, allow you 
to color-code tasks. You could use red for urgent, green for extended 
deadlines, and blue for low-priority tasks. Color-coding your day helps 
you quickly see what you need to do first. 


Use a spreadsheet to keep track of your progress © - 
Spreadsheets are helpful because you can use conditional formatting 
that alerts you when tasks are getting close to their deadlines. As a 
result, you can see at a glance which items are, or are not, on 


schedule. This is especially helpful when you're working with a team, 
and when you have to be aware of people's progress. 


Organizing Tricks 


Offer yourself a reward - If you're finding it difficult to stay 
organized, try offering yourself a reward. For instance, if you complete 
four things on your to-do list, reward yourself with a cup of coffee, or 
with 10 minutes of free time to surf the web. 


Use one calendar - If you enter some things in your PDA and some 
things on your desk planner, then you're probably going to miss key 
appointments and tasks. 


Schedule small tasks - If a task or project requires action 
beforehand (like picking up bagels and coffee for the staff meeting), 
then schedule these related tasks into your planner as well. This helps 
you set aside enough time to get everything done. 


Scan your documents - If you don't like having an office with lots of 
filing cabinets, then why not scan all of your documents and store 
them on your computer? If you have a personal assistant, this would 
be a great task to delegate. If not, then try scanning a few documents 
every day, and eventually scan all project documents over the long- 
term. 


Choose organizing tools that you like - Pick products that appeal 
to you on a visual or emotional level. For example, if you decide to 
start using a notebook on a daily basis, then purchase a nice one that 
you really like. When your tools are visually appealing and 
comfortable, you're more likely to use them. 


Key Points 


Disorganization can cost you career advancement, decrease your 
productivity, and add stress to your life. Devoting time and effort 
to getting organized can help you tremendously in the long run. 


Start by using a notebook on a regular basis to keep track of 
conversations, ideas, and reminders. And begin every day with a 
clean desk and an organized to-do list. Use technology to keep 
your schedule and projects running smoothly. Features like color 
coding and audio alarms can help you ensure that you don't miss 
appointments or deadlines. 


Did you find this article helpful? , 


No 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


ay 


Peay Print 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 


Wonderful information! Thanks again for sharing. If you encounter 
other exciting tools and ideas please do let us know. 


Cheers! 
Dianna 


May 19, 2010 


Steffi wrote 


Dianna, 

to me this not only was interesting but it was and still is essential 
to get organised, and exciting as well. If it is not exciting to me | 
know | will not continue with it or use it on a longer term. 

| started organising myself with mindmapping tools. After having 
tested 3 different programs | found the mindmapping tools of Tony 
Buzan. Also exceeding all of my expectations and exciting as well. 
| still use this tool to get inspired, orden my thoughts, take notes 
and so on. The one thing that this tool lacks is getting organised 
with all documents, notes, mails, thoughts. So | went on searching 
the internet and i found the personal brain or thebrain.com. This 
was the additional step to me to get organised with digital help. 
Now | want to expose this way of organising personal and team 
objects to my team. The shareable version of personal brain 
software unfortunately is rather (too) expensive. But a copy of the 
brainfiles can be uploaded to a website webbrain.com/ and be 
viewed by the world. 

If one is interested in looking around in some of these brainfiles 
this surely is a site to visit. 


Stephane 


May 19, 2010 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Stephane - now that sounds like an interesting concept indeed!! 
Thanks for sharing it with the Club. | think any tool we can use to 
help get organized is certainly worth exploring. With all the 
information we are inundated with on a daily basis, the power of 
computer software is a welcome solution. 


Welcome to the forums! If you have other tips and ideas to share 
with us please do. And if you have any questions, the Career Cafe 
is always open. We'd love to hear your comments and 
suggestions. 

Take care! 


Dianna 


May 18, 2010 


Steffi wrote 


hello, 

| recently discovered ‘personal brain' software, and | actually use 
it right now to store everything | need and know in. It contains all 
my contacts, emails, favorite web-links, and even all my 
documents in an associated way. 

It actually works like our brains....and so usefull to gather info 
back. 

| strongly advise this to get organised. 


Stephane 
May 18, 2010 
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How to Develop Long-Term Focus 
Staying Motivated to Achieve Distant Goals 


If you want to live a happy life, 


tie it to a goal, not to people or fs 


- Albert Einstein 


Many scientific researchers 
work day in, day out to pursue 
goals that will take years, 
decades, or even generations 


to achieve. 
Long-term focus is essential for success. 


Their progress is often © iStockphoto/McXas 
painstakingly slow, they likely 

receive little feedback, and they know that success isn't guaranteed. 
However, despite the odds, they find enough meaning and motivation 
to keep working towards their objectives. 


Because of their long-term focus, we've all benefited from life-saving 
advances in areas such as vaccination, CT scanning, antibiotic 
development - and very many others. 


It's clear that people who maintain focus on long-term goals can 
achieve much bigger things than those who jump from idea to idea, 
or those who give up after the slightest setback. So, how can you 
keep focus on long-term goals, especially when you have to contend 
with everyday distractions and other urgent tasks? 


Note: 


This article looks at strategies that you can use to focus on your 
long-term goals. For more on how to focus on shorter-term tasks, 
see our articles on Improving Your Concentration © and 
Avoiding Distractions 9. 


What is Focus? 


Focus is your ability to center your attention and energy on a specific 
task, object, or activity, for a sustained length of time. 


It's often quite simple to focus on short-term tasks and goals, because 
you see results quickly, and this helps to keep your motivation levels 
high. However, it's much more difficult to focus on goals that might 
take months, years or decades to realize. 


One reason for this is that you may lose sight of what you want to 
achieve, and why. 


It can also be difficult to recognize and measure progress on longer- 
term goals, especially in the early stages. This means that it's easy to 


get distracted by shorter-term priorities, and by other projects that 
seem more exciting. 


However, the ability to focus in the long term is a key skill for anyone 
who wants to be successful. It's especially important for leaders who 
want to inspire their teams to achieve a long-term vision. 


How to Develop and Maintain Long-Term Focus 


Use the strategies below to build the motivation and persistence you 
need to achieve your long-term objectives. 


1. Identify Meaningful Long-Term Goals 


Your long-term goals might take years to complete. Can you imagine 
putting all of that time and energy into something you weren't 
passionate about? 


This is why it's important to align your long-term goals with your 
values © and your dreams. 


First, set specific, long-term goals © for the important areas of your 
life, such as career, family, finances, and education. Then, look over 
these goals. Do you feel excited when you think of them? Do you feel 
strongly enough about these goals to pursue them in the months or 
years to come? And, do you find the type of work involved with them 
interesting, in its own right? 


If not, take these goals off the list, or revise them so that they move 
you towards something that really matters to you. It takes passion 
and a strong sense of purpose to stay focused on long-term goals, so 
make sure that these things are in place before you begin. 


2. Write Goals Down 


Once you've decided on your long-term goals, word them in a way 
that communicates why they are important to you, and put them ina 
place where you'll see them regularly. 


For example, you could write them on index cards and keep them in 
your wallet or purse, or print them on a sheet of paper and tack it up 
beside your workstation. 


Then, set a reminder to spend a few minutes every day looking at 
your goals, so that you keep them in focus. 


You could also make a Treasure Map © that represents your goals 
visually, or that describes what your life will be like when you achieve 
them. 


3. Strengthen Self-Regulation 


In their 2012 study, "Masters of the Long Haul," researchers 
Thomas Bateman and Bruce Barry said that "self-regulation" (the 
ability to control your emotions and impulses) is the single most 
important factor in achieving long-term goals. 


To develop it, work on your self-discipline ©. This is a trait that helps 
you keep moving forward and working hard, even when you are not 


"in the mood" to do this. There will be times when your goal feels out 
of reach, or when you want to give up. Self-discipline pushes you to 
keep going, in spite of the odds. 


Another important element in self-regulation is self-efficacy ©. This 
is your belief in your ability to accomplish your goals. To develop this, 
work on your self-confidence © and learn to develop an internal 
locus of control &. (People who have an internal locus of control 
believe that they're responsible for their own success.) 


4. Make Time for Long-Term Goals 


To achieve your long-term goals and stay focused on them, you need 
to work on them regularly. But how do you balance long-term goals 
with short-term objectives and urgent tasks? 


First, use a tool like the Urgent/Important Matrix © to determine 
which tasks you should do, and which you can delegate © or stop 
doing. When you analyze your tasks in this way, you can free up time 
to focus on activities that contribute to your long-term goals. 


Next, learn how to manage your work using an Action Program ®. 
This helps you integrate work on long-term and short-term goals, so 
that you can move forward reliably on both. 


Then, start developing the habits @ needed to make your goal a 
reality. These might include waking up early, reading business books, 
or dedicating time every day to work on activities that contribute to 
your goals. You may need to overcome bad habits ©, too, such as 
watching a lot of television, or aimlessly surfing the Web. 


If you find that urgent tasks and other interruptions © prevent you 
from working on your long-term objectives, make time © to work on 
your goals when you're unlikely to be distracted - for example, first 
thing in the morning. 


5. Stay on Course 


How many times have you started work on a long-term goal with the 
best intentions, only to find, a few weeks later, that you've lost focus 
because you've started working on a new goal? 


To avoid this, keep a record of new ideas as you have them, but don't 
take any action on them immediately. 


Then, when you review your current goals, ask yourself if these ideas 
contribute to your long-term objectives. If they do, add them as sub- 
goals. If they don't, keep a note of them, so that you can analyze 
them properly when you set new goals. This prevents you from 
changing direction impulsively. 


It's also important to develop resilience © and to be positive 9, so 
that you can stay on course when you experience setbacks. 


6. Recognize Progress 


You might achieve your long-term goals years or even decades in the 
future. This is why it's important to recognize © and celebrate the 
small steps you take along the way. 


Every day, take a few minutes to look at your progress towards your 
goal, and pat yourself on the back for what you've done, even if you 
haven't produced meaningful results. 


For bigger milestones, reward yourself with something significant, 
such as a meal with your partner or a shopping trip. It will be easier to 
maintain your long-term focus when you take time to recognize these 
achievements. 


Also, research shows that it's easier to stay motivated if you see 
your goals as an opportunity to learn something new, rather than as a 
means of doing something. To use this to your advantage when you 
review your progress, think about what you have learned, rather than 
about what you have achieved. 


Tip: 


You can use services such as iDoneThis and Ohlife to keep track 
of what you achieve each day. 


Key Points 


Focus is your ability to center your attention and energy ona 
specific task, object, or activity for a sustained length of time. It 
allows you to shut out distractions, so that you can work 
persistently to achieve a desired state or goal. 


To develop long-term focus, set meaningful goals that you'll enjoy 
working towards and that really matter to you; and, write them 
down. Also, strengthen your self-discipline, and develop the good 
habits you'll need to move towards your goals in the months and 
years to come. 


Stay on course by not acting impulsively on new ideas, and learn 
to recognize and celebrate the progress you make, day to day. 
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Improve Your Concentration 


Achieving Focus Amid Distractions 


How many times have you sat 
at your desk and tried to focus 
on a task, only to find that your 
mind is wandering? Despite 
your best intentions, you just 
can't concentrate. We've all 
been in this familiar, frustrating 
situation, and it's something 
that can really undermine your 
performance. 


In this article, we'll review You and your task: nothing else. 
strategies to improve your © iStockphoto/jhorrocks 
concentration and reduce your 

daily distractions. 


Environment 


Your personal work environment plays a large role in your ability to 
concentrate. The more comfortable and welcoming your environment 
is, the easier it will likely be for you to stay there and focus. 


Here are some ideas for improving your physical environment: 


e Make sure you're comfortable - Start by ensuring that your 
chair and desk are at the right height for you to work 
comfortably. If your chair is too high or your desk is too low, you'll 
be uncomfortable, and you'll be tempted to use this as an excuse 
to get up and walk away. 


e Put up pictures - Viewing a natural scene or watching wildlife 
can help improve concentration. If you're able to put up pictures 
in your office or work area, then choose landscapes or natural 
images that you enjoy. This can help your focus, especially if you 
can see the pictures from your desk. 


e Shut out distractions as much as possible - Listening to 
music can help, especially if it's instrumental music. Some people 
even use noise machines in their offices - these produce a steady 
"white noise," like ocean waves or falling rain. This steady 
background noise can drown out other noise, helping you focus 
better and ignore distractions. 


Nutrition 
Follow some simple nutritional tips: 


e¢ Drink water - Many of us don't think about drinking water while 
we're at work, yet dehydration can make us feel tired, irritable, 
slow, or even sick. When our brains don't have enough fluid, they 
can't operate at peak performance. Staying hydrated is an easy 
way to help improve your concentration during the day. 


e Eat breakfast - Start your day with a healthy breakfast. It's 
much harder to concentrate when you're hungry, so eat a well- 
rounded meal before you go to work. You can also help your 
concentration throughout the day by keeping healthy snacks at 
your desk. Almonds, whole-grain crackers, fresh fruit, and 
vegetables are good choices. 


e Get up and move around - Do you walk around during the 
day? If you're like many people, you probably don't move around 
enough. Research has shown that regular walking can help 
increase your focus during the day. 


Mindset 


Constant distractions, and the low productivity that's associated with 
these distractions, have become so commonplace in today's offices 
that doctors have even given it a name: Attention Deficit Trait, or ADT. 
And, they say that entire organizations can suffer from it. 


Follow some of these guidelines to help focus your mind: 


e Set aside time to deal with worries - Many of us have trouble 
concentrating during the day because we're constantly worrying 
about other things. It could be an approaching deadline for a 
project you haven't started, a new colleague who's causing 
problems, or just the amount of work on your desk. If you find 
yourself distracted by worries, then note these down so that you 
don't need to hold them in your mind. Then schedule time to deal 
with these issues. 


¢ Focus on one task at a time - It can be much harder to focus if 
you take minibreaks (15-30 seconds) to answer emails, send text 
messages, or take quick phone calls. Some researchers believe 
that it can take up to 15 minutes for us to regain complete focus 
after a distraction. 


e Close your email box and chat program - Let your voice mail 
do its job. If your office allows it, close your office door or put up 
a "Do Not Disturb" sign to let colleagues know you need to focus. 
(If you're a manager and you want to operate an open door 
policy, then consider working from home or from elsewhere.) 


¢ Switch between high- and low-attention tasks - This can 
give your brain a rest after heavy concentration. For instance, if 
you spend two hours working on your department's budget, you'll 
probably feel tired afterward. You can recharge your energy by 
working on a low-attention task, like filing, for 15 minutes before 
going back to your budget. 


¢ Prioritize - Having too much to do can be distracting, and this 
sometime causes procrastination. Or, you may quickly jump from 
task to task, creating the illusion of work - but in reality, you're 
not accomplishing very much. If you're not sure which tasks to 
start or which are most important, take 10 or 15 minutes to 
prioritize © your to-do list. Our article Overcoming 
Procrastination © can also help. 


Limiting distractions allows you to get into the flow of your work - so 
you get more done. If you'd like to learn about improving your focus, 
read the Mind Tools articles In Flow @ and Managing Interruptions 
o. 


More Tips for Improving Your Concentration 


Take short breaks - We can be masters at focusing, but 
eventually we're going to need a break. Our minds can struggle 
to focus intensely on tasks for eight hours a day. This is where it 
can be better to divide your work into one-hour segments, with a 
5-10 minute break between tasks. This short break will allow 
your mind to rest before focusing again. 


Do your hardest tasks when you're most alert - This will 
help you maximize your concentration. Do you want to learn how 
to schedule your tasks around your energy levels? Read our 
article Is This a Morning Task? © 


Use a phone headset - If you have a headset for your phone, 
consider using it for a few hours each day. If your colleagues 
think you're on the phone, they're less likely to interrupt you. 


Promise yourself a reward - For instance, make a rule that if 
you focus intensively for 45 minutes on one task, you can take a 
break to get a cup of coffee when you're done. Little "self- 
rewards" can often be great motivators. 


Schedule email downloads - It can be tremendously 
distracting to have emails pinging into your inbox every few 
minutes - you're tempted to stop what you're doing, and answer 
them right away. If you can, schedule your email to download 
only a few times each day, and deal with all of your emails in one 
go. 


Key Points 


Sitting down to focus on one task can be difficult, especially when 
you're constantly interrupted. To help increase your focus, start 
with a good breakfast, and drink plenty of water throughout the 
day. Don't multitask, close your door, and listen to music if it helps 
you concentrate. Although it may sound somewhat counter- 
intuitive, taking short, regular breaks throughout the day can also 
help you focus. 
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MichaelP wrote 


Jeff, you articulately make and excellent point, thank you for 
sharing this. 


Now | feel compelled to ask...As a customer of the Mind Tools 
forums what improvements can we make to the forums or 
elsewhere to effect improvements. looking forward to your 
response and others. 


Cheers Michael 


February 14, 2012 


jeffshinn wrote 


| think the problem in most office environments is that you would 
rather not be there. The typical environment does not compel the 
average person to want to accomplish work, in quantity or quality, 
at a level on par with ability. Daniel H. Pink, in his book Drive, 
articulates several key points that managers/executives should 
understand in the design of work, job roles, and policies overall. 
People perfer "Autonomy" over task, time, team, and technique; 
drive engagement to produce "Mastery"; and "Purpose" driven 
environments where people can put their hearts into the 
outcomes. These three characteristics drive a state of "Flow" (I 
think of it as being in the zone). People report time compression 
and a much higher satisfaction with their jobs when they are able 
to Flow periodically. 


It is easy to become distracted when you would rather being 
doing something else or feel the work is a waste of time (in the 
bigger picture). My recommendation is to find a customer of your 
work, either internally or externally, and discuss with them how 
your work matters to them...see how you can effect an 
improvement in their performance, quality, or productivity. Use 
this as a basis for your motivation to execute. 


February 12, 2012 


Rachel wrote 
Hi All 


Do you ever find your mind wandering when you're supposed to 
be doing an important task at work? 


This happens to many of us! But there are ways that you can 
improve your concentration, and that's the subject of this week's 
Featured Favorite. 


Click below to find out more! 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/ 
newHTE_78.php 


Best wishes 
Rachel 


February 7, 2012 


zuni wrote 
Hello all, 


Increasing concentration and focus is a challenge for me at the 
best of times. Since childhood | have needed total quiet to 
complete assignments, write or study, but once | am "in the 
zone," there's no breaking my focus. What makes the ability to 
focus more challenging is when you work in an open environment 
and you have very loud colleagues. | have had to resort to 
extreme measures to create the environment | need to be 
productive. 


To create the right space for me | have purchased a set of 
excellent noise cancellation headphones and | use binaural beat 
technology (a CD that taps into the brain waves needed to focus 
attention). These strategies are used in addition to: 


* Checking e-mail only at specified times of the day 

* Creating an action plan for my day, prioritizing the work and 
sticking to the plan 

* Booking a meeting room when intense focus is required and to 
minimize interruptions 

* Taking a quick walk around the block when | reach a roadblock 
and/or when | need to rest the mind 


Michele 


April 11, 2010 


Yolande wrote 


Hi flyforward 


Welcome to the forums - great to see you posting and thanks for 
sharing your ideas with us. That is what the forums are all about - 
for all of us to help and learn from one another. Keep those ideas 
coming...and please let me know if you need any assistance round 
here. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


April 9, 2010 


flyforward wrote 


| appreciate the article and will implement many of these 
suggestions. My technique for dealing with distractions so | am 
able to complete tasks includes listening to music, taking short 
breaks, focusing on one task at a time, and tackling difficult tasks 
when my concentration is highest during the day. However the flip 
side is the response from colleagues who become annoyed when 
you dont respond to emails as soon as they send them, let your 
phone go to voicemail, or dont respond to jokes/comments/gossip. 
The trick is to implement as many of these techniques as possible 
and still have balanced interaction. 


April 9, 2010 


Yolande wrote 
Hi all 


For people like me who struggle to sit still and do one thing ata 
time, articles like this one have meant the world to me in the past. 
Now that I've learnt some of the tips and tricks (exactly as 
described here), | find it easier to focus and concentrate. | like 
doing a variety of things, so | have to keep things interesting for 
myself in order to keep up my concentration. The moment | start 
feeling the slightest bit bored, | lose concentration. Please tell me 
I'm not the only 'grown up’ out there who feels like this? 


Cheers 
Yolandé 


March 24, 2010 
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In Flow 


Maximizing Productivity Through Improved Focus 


What is focus? 


Let's take an example. Have 
you ever seen a hassled mom 
trying to get her young 
daughter to leave whatever she 
is doing and do something 
else? 


It's a common enough sight: 
Young children can get so 
wrapped up in whatever they're 
doing that it takes a lot of 
persuasion to get them to switch their attention. 


© iStockphoto/beklaus 


This ability to focus totally on one thing comes naturally to young 
children, but it's one of the biggest challenges that most of the rest of 
us face. We struggle to concentrate and, because of this, fail to get on 
with the work we're doing. 


Some people, though, seem able to focus intensely on what they're 
doing, and perform exceptionally well as a result. Modern 
psychologists refer to this state of absolute absorption or 
concentration in what we are doing, as being "in flow." 


Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who first described the concept, suggests 
that this state of being able to achieve total focus applies to almost 
every field of activity. According to Csikszentmihalyi, flow involves 
"being completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The ego 
falls away. Time flies. Every action, movement, and thought follows 
inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz. Your whole being is 
involved, and you're using your skills to the utmost". So how do we 
enter this "ecstatic" state? 


Creating the Right Environment 

Flow is easiest to achieve when: 

e You have enough pressure on you to stay engaged, but not so 
much that it's harming your performance. 

e You believe that your skills are good enough to perform well. 

e You have distraction under control. 

e You are attending to the task in hand, rather than analyzing and 
critiquing your performance. 

e You are relaxed and alert. 


e You are thinking positively, and have eliminated all negative 
thoughts. 


Some of these are hard to achieve in a busy office environment. Your 
phone rings, your e-mail beeps to indicate that a new message has 
arrived, and co-workers pop by to ask you questions. At the same 


time you can't stop thinking about a whole range of personal and 
work issues that are causing you stress, not least of which is the 
sheer quantity of work which is piling up. 


So if you're to have a good chance of getting into flow, you need to 
sort out all of these distractions first. Here are some practical things 
you can do: 


Get comfortable, and eliminate distraction from your 
environment. Rearrange your working environment so that you 
eliminate as many distractions as possible. Change the 
orientation of your desk, so that people passing don't distract 
you. Use plants and screens to damp noise. Adjust furniture so 
that it's comfortable. If untidiness distracts you, tidy up. Make 
sure the temperature is comfortable, and that your work area is 
well lit. 


Keep interruptions at bay. Put up the "Do not disturb" sign, 
switch off your cell phone, close your email reader and web 
browser, and do anything that will block the most common things 
that distract you from work. You'll be surprised at how much you 
can get done in just one hour of uninterrupted work, which may 
be the equivalent of plodding on for several hours if you're 
handling interruptions at the same time. For more on this, read 
our article on managing interruptions ©. 


Manage your stress. Identify the sources of stress you 
experience with a Stress Diary ©, and then work to reduce or 
eliminate the greatest stressors. One of the most common 
sources of stress at work is feeling that you have too much to do. 
See our section on time management to find out how to deal 
with this. And if you're under so much pressure to perform that 
this is distracting you, use relaxation imagery © to calm 
yourself down. 


Keep a To-Do List or Action Program. Empty your mind of 
those distracting things you have to do by writing them down ina 
to-do list © or action program. You'll be amazed how much this 
can clear your mind! Do the same for worries - write them down 
and schedule a time to deal with them. And don't try to multi- 
task: Just concentrate on doing one thing well. 


Think positively. It's very hard to concentrate if you have 
negative thoughts swirling around your mind. What's more, the 
negativity they cause undermines the way we deal with work, 
with people and with issues, often making things more difficult. 
So the final step in preparing to concentrate is to stop thinking 
negatively and start thinking positively 9. 


Successful athletes commonly use relaxation and positive thinking 
techniques as they face the challenge of competition. They deal 
with their feelings of nervousness with relaxation techniques, and 
by reminding themselves that they have the skills needed to 
succeed. And when they are out there running, jumping, or 
throwing, they concentrate on what they're doing, rather than on 
the distractions around them. 


Getting Into the Flow 


With all of that in place, you can start to practice your concentration 
skills. Try to focus on one task at a time to the exclusion of others, as 
far as you Can. 


Before you know it, you will be in flow. You'll be so involved in any 
activity you undertake that nothing else seems to matter. Not only will 
your productivity increase, you'll find that your work is more 
rewarding. Flow is productive, flow is fun, and flow is essential for real 
success! 


Key Points 


When you achieve a state of flow, you're able to achieve more 
because all of your thoughts and energy are focused on the task in 
hand. To get into a state of flow, you need to eliminate 
interruptions and distractions from your environment. 


More than this, you need to empty your mind of worries, anxieties, 
negative thinking, and all those little "mental notes" that flit in and 
out of our consciousness. This sounds hard, but in reality is quite 
easy if you take the time to get into the right habits. 


Apply This to Your Life 


e Look for ways in which you could improve your work environment 
so that you can get into the flow more efficiently and more often. 
If you work in an open-plan office, consider using a meeting or 
rest area when you need to concentrate. Alternatively, use 
headphones to block out the noise when you're working at your 
terminal. 


¢ Be disciplined about shutting down your web browser, and only 
checking your e-mail once you have completed a task. 


e Follow our advice, set up an effective time management system, 
and get on top of the stressful thoughts buzzing around your 
mind. You'll be amazed by how much better you can concentrate 
if you get everything down on paper! 

e If you get stuck with a certain part of your task, don't succumb to 
self-distraction and hurry off to get a cup of coffee. Instead, 
remind yourself that you have the skills to break through the 
problem, and maintain your focus on finding a solution. 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 


Cos, 
Can't wait to hear what comes of your self discovery.... please let 
us know. 


Here's wishing you great insight and brilliant solutions!:thumb 
Dianna 


November 21, 2007 


Anonymous wrote 
Thanks a lot for your thoughts Dianna and Midge. 


| realised that | have actually been given a good deal of helpful 
feedback and info in the various forums, in response to questions 
I've asked, so | need to just step back a bit and process it all. I'll 
come back to all this in a wee while after working through some of 
the tools that have been recommended to me (Personal SWOT, 
Personal PEST, Find Your Unique Strengths, Life Wheel, Get Out of 
a Muddle! exercises, Get Motivated! training and perhaps Design 
Your Life program...). 


Some thoughts in the short term - Midgie, | did once live in what | 
would view as a holiday destination and also worked from home - 
it was heavenly!!! But of course it had its detractions too. BTW if 

you'd like to be somewhere that's brilliantly sunny for 300 days of 
the year you can't beat Canberra, Australia, where | live/work! It's 


a tad dry though... 


Dianna's idea of some kind of design and production work really 
appeals to me. I've realised that I'm carrying some discriminatory 
baggage regarding what sort of work | "should" be doing (eg. 
trades are definitely a no-no in my family no matter how much 
thought needs to go into the work!!) - so thanks for your 
comments. 


Midgie - at various times | have indeed asked friends and family 
what they would see me doing. | sensed that their answers fitted 
in more with their own personal preferences and prejudices than 
with my particular situation, so their responses were of limited use 
to me. Good idea in theory though. 


cheers 
cos 


November 21, 2007 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Cos, 

It sounds like the bike mechanics is your way to release all 
stresses and strains from your intellectual job. Hobbies are great 
things as they can be very different from what we do in our 
normal ‘day jobs', yet we derive immense pleasure and 
satisfaction from them. 


Sometimes hobbies are simply that ... a hobby to do on a part- 
time basis which takes us away from our regular day-to-day jobs. 
It's kinda like moving to a holiday destination to work ... it is no 
longer a holiday destination for you as it's your place of work! 
(Saying that ... | would mind at the monent moving to somewhere 
warm and sunny to work, rather than the cold, grey, rainy weather 
we've having!! ) 


In addition to Dianna's ideas, | don't have any thoughts in regards 
to problem-solving, manual dexterity, and practical outcomes all 
the while being intellectually stimulating. However, | do have a 
thought in that I'd start asking around friends and family what 
they think ... see what ideas they come up with and see how well 
they fit with you. 


Good luck! 
Midgie 


November 20, 2007 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Cos, 

What do you mean by intellectual challenge? | tend to think you 
can be highly challenged intellectually in some of the trades. 
Electricians are the first ones to come to mind as are other highly 
specialized certifications. In the manufacturing company | worked 


for our electricians with PLC (Process Logic Controller) certification 
were constantly at the heart of strategic decisions - they knew 
what was feasible, they had the means to program the machines 
and they had to problem solve continuously. 


What about architecture or CAD/CAM work? 

Those are some of the things | can think of off the top of my head. 
What are some more? 

Dianna 


November 19, 2007 


cobberas wrote 


The concepts of being "in flow" and "in the Zone" really intrigue 
me - | know what they feel like because that's what happens to 
me when | tinker with bike mechanics. It's my hobby and my way 
of relaxing and regenerating, plus it's useful because | have a fleet 
of bikes that are always in perfect working order! But does that 
mean that bike mechanics would suit me as an actual job? I'm 
sure I'd get bored silly if | did it day in and day out. 


What | love about bike mechanics is the mix of problem-solving, 
manual dexterity, and practical outcome. With these interests/ 
skills, career books always point me towards one of the trades, 
but that just wouldn't work for me as | also need some intellectual 
challenging. The career books such as What Colour Is Your 
Parachute don't list any jobs that have a mix of all of these skills/ 
interests - it's either hands-on/practical or mind-engaging 
intellectual, but never both. Any ideas? 


Thanks, 
cos 


November 19, 2007 


mayc wrote 

| have to echo praise for this article. Flow is an interesting topic 
and not easily explained or understood. After reading this | really 
know what it's all about and | recognize how much better | feel 
and work when | find my flow and maintain it. 

Thanks!!!! 


September 20, 2007 


jj21 wrote 
Great article, as always!! 


| can echo Brynn's comment about the zone kids get in. My oldest 


son can get so in 'the zone' that he is oblivious to everything 
around him. At times, it really surprises me! 


When | try doing that myself, | constantly get distracted by things. 
Perhaps it's just being a parent that I'm constantly aware and alert 
of things going on... just in case!?! 


J) 
September 20, 2007 


Bree wrote 
Great summary of what being ‘in the flow' is all about. 


I've struggled to read Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi's book, Flow, and 
you've captured the essence of what he said. 


| know for me there is a big difference when I'm in the flow, and 
when I'm not in the flow. When I'm in ... I'm so much more 
productive and things flow so much easier. When I'm not in ... | 
struggle to get even the most easy and routine tasks done! 
Thanks for a great article! 

B. 


September 19, 2007 


chas wrote 

| first read about flow in one of the mindtools e-books - and iam 
very glad to read this article here now. This is just SO important as 
far as I'm concerned. Thanks guys 


September 17, 2007 
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Is This a "Morning" Task? 


Scheduling Important Activities for the Right Time of 
Day 


Like many of us, Alys's job has 
a mix of regular, routine duties 
that are usually urgent - as well | 
as longer-term, more important 
tasks that are usually less 
urgent. 


» 


She spends her mornings on 
the urgent tasks that she must 
get done. 


These routine tasks are a bit 
boring, so her motivation is to 
get them finished and off of her 
To Do List as soon as possible. 


When are you at your most energetic? 
© iStockphoto/LP7 


This leaves her afternoons free from these details, so that she can 
work on longer-term, more creative tasks - like researching, planning, 
and writing presentations. 


The problem is that she's a morning person. By the time she finishes 
her routine tasks, she's at her low point of energy in the afternoon. 
And, to make matters worse, she works in the UK - so in the 
afternoon, she gets tons of distracting emails and phone calls from 
her colleagues in the U.S. 


As a result, her creative tasks are often pushed to the side, and she's 
forced to work on them at the very end of the day, when she's feeling 
at her worst. 


Alys clearly needs to change the way she organizes her day! 


In this article, we'll examine how to find your best time of day (or 
week), and how to schedule tasks around that. 


Note: 


OK, some things do have to be done right away. Use this approach 
for the things that don't. 


Step 1: Find Your Peak Times 


Each one of us has a different "peak time" or highest-energy time 
during the day. Some of us are morning people. Others have more 
energy around midafternoon. And some people feel their best at 
night. 


Most people know instinctively when their "up" times are and when 
their "down" times are. And you probably don't have just one. Some 


people feel up in the morning, down in the afternoon, and up again in 
the early evening. 


If you're not sure when your peak times are, spend a few days rating 
your energy level. 


For each day, draw a graph with the hours you're awake on the 
horizontal axis, and your assessment of your energy levels - for 
example, on a scale running from 0% to 100% - on the vertical axis. 
(Click here to download a printable template for this.) 


As the day progresses, plot your energy levels on this chart. You'll end 
up with something that looks like figure 1, below: 


Figure 1: Alys's Energy Chart for March 23 


100% 


Energy Level 


Hour of the Day 


It's also important to look at your energy and activity throughout the 
week. When scheduling your tasks, think about the days of the week 
in addition to the time of each day. 


For many people, Mondays are often busy. A lot of meetings are 
scheduled for this day, and people are getting back to work after the 
weekend. 


Many find that Tuesdays are their most productive day of the week. 
They have a good understanding of what they must accomplish for 
the week, and they're more focused. As the weekend nears, 
productivity generally falls. Friday is usually the least productive day, 
because everyone is tired from the week's work, and looking forward 
to the next two days off. 


Step 2: Analyze Your Tasks 


You probably have several work tasks that are routine - like making 
phone calls, checking email, data entry, or payroll. And you likely 
have some that need plenty of creativity - like brainstorming or 
writing. You might have weekly tasks that require a lot of energy - 
such as giving presentations or making sales calls. And some tasks 


probably require a great deal of concentration - like editing or writing 
code. 


Make a list of your regular tasks, and then sort these into appropriate 
categories. You could use categories like these, although some tasks 
might belong to more than one category: 


e Routine. 

¢ Creative. 

e¢ High concentration. 
e High energy. 


If you know what types of tasks you do regularly, this will help with 
the next step: scheduling. 


Step 3: Identify External Factors 


Are there factors outside your control that influence when you do 
things? For example: 


e Availability of key colleagues: Do certain activities require you to 
meet with people who only work in the mornings, or are based in 
a different time-zone? 


e Noise levels in the office: If you need to do high-concentration 
work in an open-plan environment, is this easier first-thing, or 
perhaps at the end of the day, when things are quieter? 


e Resource availability: Do you need to work on systems or 
equipment when they are least-used? 


e Customer availability: You may prefer making high-energy sales 
calls in the afternoon, but if the type of customers you're 
targeting are often busy at that time, then you need to adjust 
your schedule. 


Step 4: Allocate Tasks to Times 


It's important to align your tasks with the ups and downs of your 
natural energy levels. Schedule creative or high-concentration tasks 
for your peak times, and plan ordinary or routine tasks for your down 
times. 


For example, Marie is an HR manager. She has several responsibilities 
during the week - including interviewing, coaching, managing 
benefits, leading team meetings, and conducting performance 
reviews. 


When Marie first arrives at work in the mornings, her energy is fairly 
low. During this time, she focuses on ordinary tasks such as checking 
email, returning phone calls, and other routine work. 


Marie knows that she's at her best between 10:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. 
During this time, she schedules interviews, team meetings, and 
coaching sessions. 


After she returns from a late lunch, her energy is at its lowest, and 
then it slowly picks up again in the late afternoon. This is when she 
schedules easier tasks, such as benefit management and 
performance reviews. 


By scheduling her day around her energy cycles, Marie ensures that 
she's giving her best self to her most demanding tasks. 


You can also schedule tasks around the ups and downs of your office's 
energy cycle. For instance, if you're a morning person, you could 
arrive at the office early to work on highly creative tasks. The empty 
building would give you uninterrupted time to focus. And you can 
avoid scheduling brainstorming meetings for after lunch - this is often 
not a creative time! 


To learn more about scheduling, our article Effective Scheduling © 
can help you make the best use of your time. 


Tips for Using Your Time Well 


What can you do if you have to perform well during your worst time of 
day? 


e Astrong cup of coffee or tea can help raise your energy level and 
your spirits when you're at a low point. 


e Many people get hungry for snacks during their "low" time of day. 
Snacks can be a great way to re-energize, but avoid sugary junk 
food. These foods only give you a temporary lift, and then leave 
you with a sugar crash. Instead, try a healthy snack like fresh 
fruit, yogurt, or nuts. These foods will keep you going longer. 


e If you find yourself at low energy after lunch, you might be eating 
too much. The bigger the meal, the more you can expect to slow 
down as your body digests the food. To keep your energy up, eat 
a lighter meal, like a salad, and have more snacks during the 
mornings and afternoons. 


e Many people don't drink enough water during the day. 
Dehydration can make you feel tired and slow. Make sure that 
you drink plenty of water to keep your energy up. 


Key Points 


All of us have natural ups and downs during our day. We can 
improve the quality of our work - and our productivity - by 
strategically scheduling tasks that fit with these ups and downs. 


Analyze when your energy is high and low, and also when your 
environment is conducive to working on high-energy tasks, and 
when it isn't. Schedule high-energy or creative tasks when you 
have the energy and the right environment to work on them. 
During your down time, focus on easier or routine tasks. 
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Midgie wrote 


That is a good suggestion Motheman to do some type of 
stretching as well to free the body Whether it is stretching, ora 
walk around the block or a gym session at lunch, simply moving 
the body helps to get the energy flowing! 


I'm a strong supporter of taking a break mid-day to do some sort 
of exercise. Not only is it good for the body, it helps wake up the 

mind. Generally, after exercise, people are more alert, awake and 
better able to tackle challenging tasks. 


So, even if you are a morning person, this mid-day exercise can 
help boost you up for the afternoon. 


What other strategies do you, and other members, use to provide 
a 'pick me up'? 


Midgie 


February 12, 2014 


Dianna wrote 


Love those suggestions motheman! I've started eating a ‘larger’ 
breakfast that's high in protein to start the day and | find it really 
helps my stamina and concentration. | don't feel that hungry void 
around 11:00am that used to plague me. My kids tell me they feel 
they have more energy now too. We all grumbled a bit getting up 
earlier to make time for a good breakfast but it's sure been worth 


it. 
Dianna 


February 11, 2014 


motheman wrote 


Its good to eat fresh fruit and veg if possible as a snack, you 
should try and do some type of stretching as well to free the body 


February 10, 2014 


Midgie wrote 

This is a great tool when you are looking at improving your overall 
efficiency. Knowing when your energy levels are high, and low, 
and scheduling tasks that require alot of 'energy' (or effort, or 
concentration) when your personal energy is available is critical to 
personal effectiveness. 

We all have different energy cycles, and one thing to take into 
account is how your eating habits affect your energy levels. How 
many of you can relate to the after lunch slump after a big lunch? 


Taking time to identify your peaks and troughs of energy can help 
you to more effectively schedule your tasks! 


Midgie 
September 6, 2010 
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Leverage 
Achieving Much More with the Same Effort 


"Give me a lever long enough 
and a place to stand, and! can 
move the Earth." 


- Archimedes 


To lift a heavy object, you have 
a choice: use leverage or not. 
You can try to lift the object 
directly - risking injury - or you 
can use a lever, such as a jack 
or along plank of wood, to 
transfer some of the weight, 
and then lift the object that way. 


Achieve more with the right lever. 
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Which approach is wiser? Will you succeed without using leverage? 
Maybe. But you can lift so much more with leverage, and do it so 
much more easily! 


So what has this got to do with your life and career? 


The answer is "a lot". By applying the concept of leverage to business 
and career success, you can, with a little thought, accomplish very 
much more than you can without it. Without leverage, you may work 
very hard, but your rewards are limited by the hours you put in. With 
leverage, you can break this connection and, in time, achieve very 
much more. 


Note: 


We're not referring to financial leverage here. Financial leverage, 
using "other people's money" to grow your business, can be a 
successful growth strategy. However, it's outside the scope of this 
article. 


Levers of Success 


So how can you apply leverage to your career? And how can you 
achieve much more, while-if you choose to-reducing the number of 
hours that you work? 


To do this, you'll need to learn how to use the leverage of:- 


e Time (yours and that of other people). 
e Resources. 

e Knowledge and education. 

e Technology. 


Time Leverage 


Using the leverage of time is the most fundamental strategy for 
success. There are only so many hours in a day that you can work. If 
you use only your own time, you can achieve only so much. If you 
leverage other people's time, you can increase productivity to an 
extraordinary extent. 


To leverage YOUR OWN time. 


e Practice effective time management. Eliminate unnecessary 
activities, and focus your effort on the things that really matter. 


* As part of this, learn how to prioritize ©, so that you focus your 
energy on the activities that give the greatest return for the time 
invested. 


¢ Use goal setting © to think about what matters to you in the 
long term, set clear targets, and motivate yourself to achieve 
those targets. 


To leverage other people's time. 


* Learn how to delegate © work to other people. 
e Train and empower others (through team building). 
e Bring in experts and consultants to cover skill or knowledge gaps. 


e Outsource non-core tasks to people with the experience to do 
them more efficiently. 


Providing that you do things properly, the time and money that you 
invest in leveraging other people's time is usually well spent. 
Remember, though, that you'll almost always have to "pay" up front 
in some way in order to reap the longer-term benefits of using 
leverage. 


Tip 1: 


This is why delegation is such an important skill: If you can't 
delegate effectively, you can never expand your productivity 
beyond the work that you can personally deliver. This means that 
your career will quickly stall, and while you may be appreciated for 
your hard work, you'll never be truly successful. Use these skill- 
builder resources to learn to delegate: Successful Delegation ©, 
The Delegation Dilemma ®, and Bite-Sized Training: 
Delegation ©. 


It's also one of the reasons that micromanagement is such a vice: 
You spend so much time managing a few people that you constrain 
the amount of leverage you can exert. See our Avoiding 
Micromanagement © article for more on this. 


Tip 2: 


As you learn to use the leverage these things give you, you'll find 
that using them involves some up-front costs, such as the 
investment of time and resources you'll need to make to get 
someone Started with a job that you'd otherwise need to do. 


While it's natural to want to conserve these resources ("I don't 
have time to train him - it's got to be done by next Tuesday!"), if 
you don't make these investments, you'll lock yourself into the old 
way of doing things - and this will limit you to achieving only those 
things that you can do by yourself. 


Resource Leverage 


You can also exert leverage by getting the most from your assets, and 
taking full advantage of your personal strengths. 


You have a wide range of skills, talents, experiences, thoughts, and 
ideas. These can, and should, be used in the best combination. What 
relevant skills and strengths do you have that others don't? How can 
you use these to best effect, and how can you improve them so that 
they're truly remarkable? What relevant assets do you have that 
others don't? Can you use these to create leverage? Do you have 
connections that others don't have? Or financial resources? Or some 
other asset that you can use to greater effect? 


A good way of thinking about this is to conduct a personal SWOT @& 

analysis, focusing on identifying strengths and assets, and expanding 
from these to identify the opportunities they give you. (An advantage 

of SWOT is that it also helps you spot critical weaknesses that need to 
be covered.) 


Tip: 


As you do this, think about how you can help others with your 
strengths and resources. Remember, when you can give to others, 
the more you're likely to get in return. (Just make sure that you're 
clear as to how you will be rewarded!) 


Knowledge and Education Leverage 


Another significant lever of success is applied knowledge. Combined 
with education and action, this can generate tremendous leverage. 


Learning by experience is slow and painful. If you can find more 
formal ways of learning, you'll progress much more quickly. What's 
more, if you select a good course, you'll have a solid foundation to 
your knowledge, and one that doesn't have high-risk gaps. This is why 
people working in life-or-death areas (such as architects, airline pilots, 
medical doctors and suchlike) need long and thorough training. After 
all, would you want to be operated on by an unqualified surgeon? 


While few of us operate in quite such immediately critical areas, by 
determining what you need to know, and then acquiring that 
knowledge, you can avoid many years of slow, painful trial and error 
learning. 


In the same way, it's inefficient if many people in an organization 
have to learn how to do their work by trial and error. A much better 
way is for organizations to capture the knowledge gained by the first 


few in some way and pass it on to others. This is the core of the 
"knowledge management" concept. There's more about this in our 
Book Insight on The Complete Idiot's Guide to Knowledge 
Management ®. 


The keys to successfully leveraging knowledge and education are: 
firstly, knowing what you need to learn; secondly knowing to what 
level you need to learn it; thirdly, being very focused and selective in 
your choices; and fourthly, in taking the time to earn the 
qualifications you need. 


Even then, having more education or more knowledge isn't 
necessarily a point of leverage. These become advantages only when 
they can be directly applied to your career goals and aspirations--and 
when they're used actively and intelligently to do something useful. 


By hiring, consulting with, and outsourcing to other people, you 
gain the leverage of their knowledge and education as well as their 
resources. This only works if you choose the right people - the 
wrong ones can slow you and drag you down. Don't let this 
happen! 


Technology Leverage 


Finding technology leverage is all about thinking about how you work, 
and using technology to automate as much of this as you can. 


At a simple level, you might find that all you need to keep you in 
touch with home and work is a laptop computer. Alternatively, a 
personal digital assistant (PDA) can help you maintain a single, 
convenient, properly-backed-up time management system. Cell 
phones that access email and browse the web are handy tools for 
making the best of your downtime during working hours or while 
traveling. If you're a slow typist, voice recognition software can help 
you dictate documents and save time. 


At a more sophisticated level, you may find that you can use simple 
desktop databases like Microsoft Access to automate simple work 
processes. If you do a lot of routine data processing (for example, if 
you run many similar projects) you can find that this saves you a 
great deal of time. More than this, you only need to set up a process 
once with a tool like this - afterwards the process will be executed the 
same way each time, by whomever initiates the process (this reduces 
training, meaning that new team members can become productive 
much more quickly, meaning that you can scale your operations-and 
your success-more quickly.) 


Businesses can choose from a wide array of software solutions. Some 
of these can automate or simplify tasks that are otherwise very time- 
consuming. Customer relationship management (CRM) databases can 
bring tremendous benefits for sales and customer service 
organizations, as can point-of-sale (PoS) inventory systems for 
organizations that need to track and manage inventory. Websites and 
web-based catalogs can give clients easy access to up-to-date 
product information, and help them place orders simply and easily. 
And blogs and email-based newsletters help people stay in contact 


with thousands of people quickly and easily. All of these use 
technology to provide tremendous leverage. 


Key Points 


Using leverage is the art and science of getting much more done 
with the same, or less, effort. At a simple level, this can free up 
your time to concentrate on things with the highest priority. At a 
more sophisticated level, it helps you achieve at a much higher 
level. 


When you invest time and resources to leverage technology - as 
well as to leverage time, resources, and knowledge (both your 
own, and that of other people) - you have a recipe for 
unprecedented success. Use what you and others have to your 
advantage, and see how far it will take you. 


Apply This to Your Life 


« Complete a personal SWOT ®& analysis. This will help give you a 
real sense of what you're good at and what activities might 
benefit from some outside help. From there, you can start to 
build a leveraging strategy to maximize your productivity and 
performance. 


e Look for a mentor who understands and uses leverage, and learn 
from his or her experiences. This is an example of using leverage 
to learn more about leveraging - so that exponential factor kicks 
in again. 

e Increase your personal expectations. Take a look at your current 
goals, and ask yourself how much further you could push those 
goals by using leverage on a consistent basis. You may far 
surpass your pre-leverage goals once you commit to "working 
smart." 


e Surround yourself with a network of great people who have skills, 
knowledge, and expertise that you don't possess. Look for 
opportunities to create synergy, and leverage the talents of 
everyone involved. When you work together, you can accomplish 
so much more than going it alone. 
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desmond wrote 
James, 


The analogy in this article of using a lever to lift a heavy object is 
spot on - "leverage" in this context means to amplify your 
strength to move the object. This is exactly what the article is 
saying - look for ways to build on what you already have to 
achieve more. 


Regards, 
Desmond 


September 22, 2010 


James wrote 
Hi all! 


Leverage is a term that's featured in the news recently, as 
commentators have discussed the way big corporations have 
structured their capital funding: financial leverage is the use of 
borrowed money to run or grow a business. This has clearly gone 
awry over recent years, and excessive financial leverage is 
currently causing many businesses to "go to the wall". 


The CONCEPT of leverage, though, is not a bad one in itself, and it 
can be applied in many different ways. In this article, we look at 
leveraging your time, knowledge and resources to achieve more. 


On one side, effective use of leverage in these areas can bring 
huge improvements in performance. In others, it can significantly 
increase risk, and this needs to be managed. Find out how to do 
this by reading the article! 


Click here to read more: 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/php/ ... STR_83.htm 


Have fun with this idea - it's an important one. But be cautious 
and controlled in the way you use it! 


James 


January 6, 2009 


Fidget wrote 

Hi Mind Toolers 

This is such a good article for those of us who naturally default to 
"I'll just do it myself manually". Taking the extra time to set up a 
system/procedure so that other people can do the job (either 
permanently or when you're away) has got to be better in the long 
run. 

Thanks 

Fiona 


September 20, 2007 


postreply 


Return to top of the page 


Locke's Goal Setting Theory 
Understanding SMART Goal Setting 


Goal setting is a powerful way 
of motivating people, and of 
motivating yourself. 


The value of goal setting is so 
well recognized that entire 
management systems, like 
Management by Objectives 
©, have goal setting basics 
incorporated within them. 


In fact, goal setting theory is 
generally accepted as among 
the most valid and useful motivation theories in industrial and 
organizational psychology, human resource management, and 
organizational behavior. 
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Many of us have learned - from bosses, seminars, and business 
articles - to set SMART © goals. It seems natural to assume that by 
setting a goal that's Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and 
Time-bound, we will be well on our way to accomplishing it. 


But is this really the best way of setting goals? 


To answer this, we look to Dr Edwin Locke's pioneering research on 
goal setting and motivation in the late 1960s. In his 1968 article 
"Toward a Theory of Task Motivation and Incentives," he stated that 
employees were motivated by clear goals and appropriate feedback. 
Locke went on to say that working toward a goal provided a major 
source of motivation to actually reach the goal - which, in turn, 
improved performance. 


This information does not seem revolutionary to us some 40 years 
later. This shows the impact his theory has had on professional and 
personal performance. 


In this article, we look at what Locke had to say about goal setting, 
and how we can apply his theory to our own performance goals. 


Goal Setting Theory 


Locke's research showed that there was a relationship between how 
difficult and specific a goal was and people's performance of a task. 
He found that specific and difficult goals led to better task 
performance than vague or easy goals. 


Telling someone to "Try hard" or "Do your best" is less effective than 
"Try to get more than 80% correct" or "Concentrate on beating your 
best time." Likewise, having a goal that's too easy is not a motivating 
force. Hard goals are more motivating than easy goals, because it's 
much more of an accomplishment to achieve something that you 
have to work for. 


A few years after Locke published his article, another researcher, Dr 
Gary Latham, studied the effect of goal setting in the workplace. His 
results supported exactly what Locke had found, and the inseparable 
link between goal setting and workplace performance was formed. 


In 1990, Locke and Latham published their seminal work, "A Theory of 
Goal Setting and Task Performance." In this book, they reinforced the 
need to set specific and difficult goals, and they outlined three other 
characteristics of successful goal setting. 


Five Principles of Goal Setting 
To motivate, goals must have: 

Clarity. 

Challenge. 

Commitment. 

Feedback. 

Task complexity. 
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Let's look at each of these in detail. 


1. Clarity 


Clear goals are measurable and unambiguous. When a goal is clear 
and specific, with a definite time set for completion, there is less 
misunderstanding about what behaviors will be rewarded. You know 
what's expected, and you can use the specific result as a source of 
motivation. When a goal is vague - or when it's expressed as a 
general instruction, like "Take initiative" - it has limited motivational 
value. 


To improve your or your team's performance, set clear goals that use 
specific and measurable standards. "Reduce job turnover by 15%" or 
"Respond to employee suggestions within 48 hours" are examples of 
clear goals. 


When you use the SMART acronym to help you set goals, you ensure 
the clarity of the goal by making it Specific, Measurable and Time- 
bound. 


2. Challenge 


One of the most important characteristics of goals is the level of 
challenge. People are often motivated by achievement, and they'll 
judge a goal based on the significance of the anticipated 
accomplishment. When you know that what you do will be well 
received, there's a natural motivation to do a good job. 


Rewards typically increase for more difficult goals. If you believe you'll 
be well compensated or otherwise rewarded for achieving a 
challenging goal, that will boost your enthusiasm and your drive to 
get it done. 


Setting SMART goals that are Relevant links them closely to the 
rewards given for achieving challenging goals. Relevant goals will 
further the aims of your organization, and these are the kinds of 
goals that most employers will be happy to reward. 


When setting goals, make each goal a challenge. If an assignment is 

easy and not viewed as very important - and if you or your employee 
doesn't expect the accomplishment to be significant - then the effort 
may not be impressive. 


Note: 


It's important to strike an appropriate balance between a 
challenging goal and a realistic goal. Setting a goal that you'll fail 
to achieve is possibly more de-motivating than setting a goal 
that's too easy. The need for success and achievement is strong, 
therefore people are best motivated by challenging, but realistic, 
goals. Ensuring that goals are Achievable or Attainable is one of 
the elements of SMART. 


3. Commitment 


Goals must be understood and agreed upon if they are to be effective. 
Employees are more likely to "buy into" a goal if they feel they were 
part of creating that goal. The notion of participative management 
rests on this idea of involving employees in setting goals and making 
decisions. 


One version of SMART - for use when you are working with someone 
else to set their goals - has A and R stand for Agreed and Realistic 
instead of Attainable and Relevant. Agreed goals lead to commitment. 


This doesn't mean that every goal has to be negotiated with and 
approved by employees. It does mean that goals should be consistent 
and in line with previous expectations and organizational concerns. As 
long as the employee believes that the goal is consistent with the 
goals of the company, and believes the person assigning the goal is 
credible, then the commitment should be there. 


| nterestingly, goal commitment and difficulty often work together. 
The harder the goal, the more commitment is required. If you have an 
easy goal, you don't need a lot of motivation to get it done. When 
you're working on a difficult assignment, you will likely encounter 
challenges that require a deeper source of inspiration and incentive. 


As you use goal setting in your workplace, make an appropriate effort 
to include people in their own goal setting. Encourage employees to 
develop their own goals, and keep them informed about what's 
happening elsewhere in the organization. This way, they can be sure 
that their goals are consistent with the overall vision and purpose that 
the company seeks. 


4. Feedback 


In addition to selecting the right type of goal, an effective goal 
program must also include feedback @. Feedback provides 
opportunities to clarify expectations, adjust goal difficulty, and gain 
recognition. It's important to provide benchmark opportunities or 
targets, so individuals can determine for themselves how they're 
doing. 


These regular progress reports, which measure specific success along 
the way, are particularly important where it's going to take a long 


time to reach a goal. In these cases, break down the goals into 
smaller chunks, and link feedback to these intermediate milestones. 


SMART goals are Measurable, and this ensures that clear feedback 
can be provided. 


With all your goal setting efforts, make sure that you build in time for 
providing formal feedback. Certainly, informal check-ins are 
important, and they provide a means of giving regular 
encouragement and recognition. However, taking the time to sit down 
and discuss goal performance is a necessary factor in long-term 
performance improvement. See our article on Delegation for more on 
this. 


5. Task Complexity 


The last factor in goal setting theory introduces two more 
requirements for success. For goals or assignments that are highly 
complex, take special care to ensure that the work doesn't become 
too overwhelming. 


People who work in complicated and demanding roles probably have 
a high level of motivation already. However, they can often push 
themselves too hard if measures aren't built into the goal 
expectations to account for the complexity of the task. It's therefore 
important to do the following: 


e Give the person sufficient time to meet the goal or improve 
performance. 


e Provide enough time for the person to practice or learn what is 
expected and required for success. 


The whole point of goal setting is to facilitate success. Therefore, you 
want to make sure that the conditions surrounding the goals don't 
frustrate or inhibit people from accomplishing their objectives. This 
reinforces the "Attainable" part of SMART. 


Key Points 


Goal setting is something most of us recognize as necessary for 
our SUCCeSS. 


By understanding goal setting theory, you can effectively apply the 
principles to goals that you or your team members set. Locke and 
Latham's research confirms the usefulness of SMART goal setting, 
and their theory continues to influence the way we measure 
performance today. 


Use clear, challenging goals, and commit yourself to achieving 
them. Provide feedback on goal performance. Take into 
consideration the complexity of the task. If you follow these simple 
rules, your goal setting process will be much more successful, and 
your overall performance will improve. 


Did you find this article helpful? > 


No 


a, 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


ay 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 
Hi Dipti, 


Qualitative measures do require a bit more creative thinking for 
sure. And sometimes you can try and quantify a qualitative goal. 
For your goal think about how you would know if you were 
successful. What would your team do differently or better that 
would indicate they were behaving more positively? Would there 
be fewer complaints from parents? Would there be more 
compliments from parents? Maybe you could send out a quick 
survey to parents asking a few key questions and then send the 
survey again in six months and a year to see if there has been 
improvement. Do you use a discipline book? Might there be fewer 
incidents that need to be recorded? Maybe you could keep a log of 
the positive interactions you see. Ask your team to log their own 
positive experiences. Keep track over the first few months and 
note improvements and what people were doing to make a 
difference. 


With the creative activities you could again ask for parental 
feedback on the things that their kids take home. Survey them 
about the creativity now and then do it again in a few months to 
see if they notice any changes. Here again keeping a log could be 
useful. Note the enthusiasm of the kids at craft time. Note the 
interactions and attitudes of staff. Develop a little rating scale for 
level of interactivity, child enthusiasm, staff engagement, etc... 
and then see if the ratings go up over a period of time. 


Hopefully some of this helpful, at least as a starting point, for 
thinking about what could work. Let us know what you think. 


Dianna 


January 3, 2014 


diptikanani wrote 


How would one think about goal setting in the childcare sector. | 
am a partner in a Nursery/School and the children who attend are 
from the ages of 3 to 6. One of my goals this year is to be more 
positive around the children and | want to encourage the same 
from my team. My business partner wants to introduce more 
creative activities for the children. What are the specific 
challenges | should set around these goals to keep us motivated 
and how should | define them? | feel it gets a little more difficult 
when the outcomes are very qualitative (in terms of children's 
security and happiness). 


Dipti 


January 3, 2014 


Dianna wrote 


Great explanation of the difference between complexity and 
challenge. Thanks for jumping in. What type of consulting do you 
do? | hope I'm assuming correctly given your username... 


Dianna 


September 25, 2013 


YourConsultant wrote 


Mark of Approval: no, challenge and complexity are quite 
different. It might be a challenge to walk ten miles, but it's a 
simple thing. A puzzle with a thousand pieces that are numbered 
so you know exactly where they'd go is complex, but not much of 
a challenge. 


September 25, 2013 


markofapproval wrote 


I'm having a bit of trouble differentiating challenge from 
complexity. Are they one in the same? 


| really liked this article, it seemed to cover many aspects of the 
known SMART model but I think it opens up a new light. It seems 
to bring all the variations on the SMART model into one clean 
workspace. 


| have just jotted this down in my notepad. Goal setting is 
something | have decided to work on first after taking the time 
management quiz. Now | need to define a realistic goal. What 
exactly is a goal? Is it always a big life thing? Can it be a project 
that is small but scaleable? 


| was reading the thread here about employees lacking motivation 
and | fear | am falling into that trap as an employee myself. | feel 
rotten about it but I'm wondering if these tools will help me clean 
up my act So what then is a work goal? 


April 27, 2011 


tommy1 wrote 


Thanks Keng for the encouragement. There are some pretty bad 
people out there with union security that if management were 
true to themselves they would admit that it was time to do the 
proper paperwork and do the one on one interviews with respect 
to expectations and if the person does not match up then let them 


go. 
July 16, 2007 


keng wrote 


Keep the faith Tommy. There is such a need for good,solid 
employees these days | am also certain you will find a great 
opportunity just around the corner. I'm just trying to figure out 
why there are great employees looking for jobs and so many not- 
so-great ones who are still holding onto theirs. Or getting new 
ones everytime they turn around despite jumping from job to job 
chasing the elusive big bucks and always looking for something 
better. 


| have a very mean-spirited wish that this disloyalty will catch up 
to these people someday I'm just not sure it will happen in my 
worklife. 

completely disillusioned with staffing 


Ken 


July 16, 2007 


tommy1 wrote 


Thanks Dianna the downsizing was expected but still a shock 
when it came. Canfor have been downsizing for about 4 months 
and up until the division | was in had escaped any layoffs. | have 
great faith and believe that everything happens for a purpose and 
that another , perhaps better door will open beacuse of this 
incident. 


July 16, 2007 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Tommy! - sorry to hear about your downsizing. Were you 
expecting it and have you had time to devote to career planning 
as a result? 


Not knowing your situation, I'd just like to encourage you to see 
the opportunity in this situation and set your own goals to reach 
the job/career of your dreams. If you need any suggestions or tips 
on job searching and starting a new position, there are lots of 
members who can offer great advice and ideas. 

As far as the guy who was resisting goal setting, I'd say, yes, this 
would be a situation where setting less lofty goals would be much 
more beneficial. The key | think, would be to find an "easy" goal 
that had a high payoff. That way he would experience both the 
exhilaration of achieving a goal and of getting a big "what's in if 
for me" outcome. 


As goal setting became more part of his psyche, then you could 
start to set longer term goals and more challenging goals. 


What does everyone else think? How would you approach goal- 
setting with someone who resists the process? 


Dianna 
July 15, 2007 
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Managing Conflicting Priorities 
Keeping People Satisfied 
Pam's client needs her to 


complete a project by the end 
of the week. 


Iv} NOW 


The problem is that she has 
another, more urgent project 


that she needs to finish for = 
another customer. | | | ay ay LE R 
There's no way that she can — 


finish both projects on time. 


So, how does she tell her client Keep everyone satisfied, and avoid stress. 
that his project isn't as urgent © iStockphoto/winhorse 

as the other one she's 

committed to? And how can she do this without damaging their 
relationship? 


Like Pam, many of us have situations where several people or teams 
are clamoring for our urgent attention. In this article, we'll look ata 
common-sense approach for managing conflicting priorities and for 
keeping everyone satisfied. 


When Priorities Clash 


You probably already know what happens when you have conflicting 
priorities. 


First of all, the quality of your work can suffer as you work more 
quickly or multitask, or you may find yourself delivering work later 
than you promised. 


Or, you might work very long hours to get everything done. Although 
this may prove effective in the short-term, it can lead to increased 
stress and lower performance. 


This means that people who depend on you are disappointed, which 
affects your reputation and your working relationships. This can then 
lead to you missing further opportunities down the line, such as 
interesting new projects from your boss, or additional purchases from 
your clients. 


How to Manage Conflicting Demands 


So, how can you manage conflicting demands more effectively, and 
keep everyone happy? 


1. Schedule Work Effectively 


Your first step is to clarify your current priorities and to manage your 
schedule © effectively. 


This helps you know what you can do and when, so that you can 
negotiate deadlines credibly and manage people's expectations when 
they come to you with new projects. 


Where you can't squeeze a task into your schedule, an obvious thing 
to do is to delay activities that are not urgent, or are not particularly 
important. 


Sometimes, however, it may not be clear what your highest priority 
tasks and projects are. If this is the case, there are several tools that 
can help you prioritize effectively - see our article on prioritization 
© for more on these. 


One of the most useful prioritization tools is the Urgent/Important 
Matrix ©. This helps you decide whether a task or project really does 
need to be done right now. 


Once you've assessed your priorities, it can help to check these with 
the project-owners, such as your boss and your clients. Does your 
assessment of priorities match with theirs? 


Then put your tasks and projects on your To-Do List © or Action 
Program © and add them to your schedule. You'll then know which 
tasks clash, which tasks you may need to negotiate new deadlines 
for, and where you'll need help to get things done on time. 


Prioritize new tasks and projects and add these to your schedule ®, 
as and when they come in. Also, review your priorities on a regular 
basis. 


Tip 1: 


You can learn more about prioritization in our Bite-Sized Training 
session, How to Prioritize ©. 


Tip 2: 


Take our How Good is Your Time Management? © quiz to find 
out if you can improve your personal productivity. 


2. Negotiate Deadlines 


Once you've clarified your priorities, look at your responsibilities and 
identify any deadlines that you need to re-negotiate. 


Sometimes this might be as simple as saying "I'm working ona 
project for Jack that he needs by noon. Can | get this to you by five?" 
Other times, you may need to push a deadline back by a few weeks, 
or negotiate delivery of a project in smaller chunks. 


To negotiate effectively, use Win-Win Negotiation © to ensure that 
everyone comes away from the negotiation feeling that they've 
reached a fair compromise. 


At this stage, you may find it useful to explain why you've ranked 
your priorities the way you have, and you may want to highlight the 
consequences of not rearranging deadlines. (This won't be 
appropriate in all cases: one customer won't appreciate you pushing 
her projects back so that you can complete a report for another 
client.) 


3. Manage Expectations 


It's also important that you manage people's expectations before you 
take on new tasks. 


For example, if you're having a meeting with your boss about a 
possible new project, communicate your current priorities with her, 
and agree a completion date based on your current workload. Or, if 
you've just started working with a new client, let him know if there's 
likely to be a time lag before you can take on new tasks. 


It's also important to manage expectations on any tasks or projects 
that you're working on. 


For instance, if you've slipped behind schedule on a project for a 
manager in another department, let her know that you may have to 
deliver it later than planned. However, you clearly don't want to make 
this a habit - learn how to estimate time © accurately so that you 
set realistic deadlines, and ensure that you've done everything that 
you sensibly can to get the project back on course (including working 
late) before you talk. 


4. Be Professional 


It can be stressful to juggle people's priorities and expectations. This 
stress can leave you feeling frazzled, and it's tempting to relieve the 
tension by snapping at others, ignoring deadlines, or feeling sorry for 
yourself. 


This is where it's important to be professional ©. Your 
professionalism, especially during times of intense pressure, is what 
best demonstrates your character to those around you. 


Also, learn how to manage your emotions © effectively, even when 
you're overloaded. 


5. Be Flexible 


Lastly, it's important to be flexible: there may be times when you 
won't be able to re-negotiate deadlines or delegate tasks to other 
people. 


So be prepared to put in extra work, if appropriate, to keep people 
satisfied. Just make sure that this doesn't happen too often. 


Defending Your Priorities 


When you have to reprioritize tasks and projects, there will be times 
when other people disagree with your choices. If this happens, try to 
negotiate a new deadline that works for both of you. If they keep 
insisting that their project or task is more important than the one you 
need to work on, then you need to learn how to defend your priorities, 
ideally without damaging your relationship. 


For example, imagine that you've just told your colleague that you 
can't finish a report until tomorrow, because your boss has asked you 
to complete a task that will take the rest of the day. However, she's 


not letting this go, because the report she needs will take just 30 
minutes of your time. In her eyes, you're being unreasonable. 


Start by showing empathy &. Communicate to her that you 
understand why she feels frustrated or upset. 


Then, explain your needs clearly but assertively ©&. For instance, 
reiterate that you must complete your boss's project by 5:30. You 
need to keep the promise you made to your boss, so it's essential that 
you devote your attention to this task. 


Once you explain your needs, work on reaching a compromise such 
as offering to work on your colleague's report first thing tomorrow, or 
offering to help her with another task later in the week. 


Tip: 


Our article "Yes" to the Person, "No" to the Task © offers 
additional strategies that you can use to assert yourself, while 
maintaining a good relationship with your colleagues. 


Key Points 


Many of us have conflicting demands, where several people or 
teams are clamoring for our attention. It's important to know how 
to manage these demands effectively, so that everyone is happy. 


Start by clarifying your priorities and scheduling work effectively. 
Then use appropriate negotiation strategies to rearrange 
deadlines. 


Also learn to manage people's expectations effectively, be 
professional even when you're under pressure, and be flexible - 
there may be times when you will have to put in some extra work 
to keep people satisfied. 


When you need to defend your priorities, show empathy, but be 
assertive in your approach. 


Did you find this article helpful? > 


No 


a, 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


ion Print — 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members say... 


Yolande wrote 


It was interesting to read this article since so many people face 
challenges regarding prioritising. (See threads on Career Cafe 
Central: viewtopic.php?f=2&t=5967 

viewtopic.php?f=2&t=5932 

viewtopic.php?f=2&t=5845 ) 

Keeping calm and remaining professional at all times (even under 
great pressure) is probably one of the secrets of success here that 
can't be underestimated. Would anybody like to share tips on how 
they stay calm and what they say to themselves to always behave 
professionally? 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


January 18, 2012 


postreply 


Return to top of the page 


Managing Electronic Files 


Efficient File Management 


Have you ever sat with your 
boss looking over your Stitt 
shoulder, while you search for a seunaunannaa 
missing email that she needs 
right now? 
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Or have you kept a client 
waiting on the phone for 
several minutes, while you 
hunted for a status report? 
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If you have, it doesn't matter 
how organized and effective 
you are in your day-to-day 
work; your boss and your client will not be impressed. 


Learn how to manage your files effectively. 
© iStockphoto/Pashalgnatov 


And, if it's your job to help people, how much of other people's time 
are you wasting if you can't find the information they need, when they 
need it? 


These are just a few reasons why it's so important to manage your 
files effectively. This article looks at how you can do this. 


The Problem with Poor File Management 


On a typical workday, you probably deal with many different files. 
Data can pour in from all directions, some of which you'll need to 
store to use at a later point in time. 


All too often, though, you can waste your own and other people's time 
hunting for data that's right there, on your computer, smartphone, or 
tablet. This causes stress, and makes you look unprofessional. 


Also, if you use a shared server or drive, it's essential to organize 
electronic files well. If you don't label and store files sensibly, you'll 
confuse other people, and you'll waste their time as well as your own. 


Using Hierarchical Directory Structures 


Let's start by looking at using hierarchical directory structures to 
manage your electronic files efficiently and effectively. 


With this approach, you store all documents and files related to a 
particular project, person or thing in a single folder - rather than 
having one folder for presentations for all projects, another folder for 
all of your spreadsheets, and so forth. This way, it's much quicker to 
find, open, and use all of the files for that project. 


For instance, if you're working on a key project, the project's name 
could be the root folder (let's call it Project X). Think of this folder like 
a drawer in a file cabinet where you'll keep all of the information 
relating to that project. 


The next layer of folders could contain your topic folders. These can 
have major heading titles, such as "Status Reports," "Expenses," 
"Invoices," "Communications," and "Progress." These broad folders 
are like the major sections within the Project X file drawer. 


Within the topic folders are more specific, function folders. These 
allow you to sort information in a more granular way. For instance, 
within the "Communications" file, you could create function files for 
"Manager Communications," "Team Communications," and "Client 
Communications." 


The last layer of folders are your activity folders. These folders can 
relate to a specific activity or time frame within each function folder. 
For example, for the "Boss Communications" folder, you could create 
"Week 1 Communications," "Week 2 Communications," and so forth. 
You could also organize these folders by date, by topic, by urgency, or 
by any other system that makes sense to you. 


Depending on your role and the nature of your work, you may need 
more or fewer levels of folders. 


Tip 1: 


There is often little point in creating a folder for fewer than, say, 
five documents. If you do, the time you spend clicking through 
sub-folders may outweigh the time you save by not having to scan 
the contents of a folder. 


Tip 2: 


The file structure you use will depend on the type of work that you 
do. For example, if you work in sales, you may want separate 
folders for each client; or if you're in product development, you 
may want separate folders for each product. Take a few minutes to 
think about the approach that best suits you and your work. 


Tip 3: 


Try to avoid relying on search functions if you need to access 
documents quickly and reliably - sometimes they help you find 
information quickly, but sometimes they don't. If you must rely on 
search tools, use intelligent, easily recognized filenames, and 
embed keywords that will help you find documents quickly. 


Further Tips for Managing Files Effectively 


Once you've organized your files, use these strategies for managing 
them more effectively: 


Use a Consistent Method of Naming Your Files and Folders 


For instance, divide a main folder into sub-folders for customers, 
vendors, and co-workers. Use descriptive names to identify what or 
whom the folders relate to. 


For instance, you could divide a folder called "Business Plan" into sub- 
folders called "Business Plan 2010," "Business Plan 2011," and 
"Business Plan 2012." 


You may even be able to give a different appearance or look to 
different categories of folders - this can make it easy to tell them 
apart quickly. 


Avoid Saving Unnecessary Documents 


Don't save everything that finds its way into your inbox. Take a few 
seconds to glance through the content, and save files only if they're 
relevant to your work activity. If you have too much data on your 
computer, it makes it harder to find things in the future. 


Back Files Up 


This is a bit tedious, but it's important, as anyone whose hard disk has 
crashed will testify! 


You can back up your electronic files in several ways. One is to use a 
Web-based file-hosting/storage service such as Dropbox, 
SugarSync, iCloud, or Mozy. The advantage of using these is that 
you can then access your documents from multiple devices (PC, 
tablet, smartphone, and so on), as long as you have access to the 
Web. Also, these back your files up automatically, so you don't need 
to remember to do manual back-ups, and your files are always safe. 


A more traditional approach is to use an external hard drive. You can 
either set this up to back up your files continually, or you can commit 
to doing a regular manual backup. 


Tip 1: 


Speak with your organization's IT department before you choose a 
method for backing up your files. Some organizations won't allow 
you to use outside services to store company files, and some may 
already have a backup policy or disaster recovery plan in place. 
You may also run into security issues if you save files on external 
hard drives. 


Tip 2: 


Online file storage services like Dropbox also allow you to share 
files and documents easily. 


Organize Files by Dates 


It's often worth incorporating a date in the document's filename. This 
will help you find the most recent document without opening the file. 


For example, a file named "Guidelines 12Oct11" would indicate a 
version of the Guidelines file dated October 12, 2011. (Be aware that 
in some countries this date can be presented as 101211, while in 
other countries, this same date can be shown as 121011 - this is why 
its worth using 120ct2011 instead!) 


Some people also use version numbers to distinguish between 
documents that have been reworked or changed. Examples would be 
"Delta Traders Contract v1" and "Delta Traders Contract v2." 


Use Version Control 


If several people are going to work on a document, be careful about 
version control. People will naturally be annoyed if versions are mixed 
up and their work on a document is lost. 


One way to get around this problem is by using Web-based services 
such as Huddle, Google Docs, and Microsoft Office Live to 
collaborate on documents and projects. These can help you keep 
track of updates to documents more easily, and can be more effective 
than collaborating on documents by email or on a shared server or 
drive. 


If you aren't using these systems, make sure that you put a version 
number in the filename, and consider having a version control table 
at the beginning of the document. This shows the version number, 

the date of the version, the person making changes, and the nature of 
the changes they've made. 


Key Points 


When you can find the files you need quickly and easily, you save 
time, you work more productively, and you look more professional. 
This is why it's important to manage your files effectively. 


File your documents intelligently, within a properly thought 
through directory structure. Give files names that explain their 
contents. And use appropriate version control where several 
people will be using and changing the document. 


It's important to back up your electronic files regularly; so check 
your organization's policy regarding use of online backup sites. 


Apply This to Your Life 


Spend half an hour right now setting up your filing system's basic 
structure, and putting an effective backup system into place. 
Although this can seem like a tedious chore, your investment will 
surely pay off over the months and years ahead! 


Don't worry about setting up your system in full detail right from the 
start; it's often enough to focus on the basic structure. If you stay 
aware and committed to being organized, you'll steadily evolve an 
effective file structure. 


Did you find this article helpful? » 


No 


Ey 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


ay 


Peay Print 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 


| like that tip! Thanks Cathy. I'm in the midst of some 
reorganization and | will definitely use this idea. 


Did | capiche? Yes | did! 
Dianna 


May 10, 2012 


bikes wrote 


Thank you for a helpful article and comment by Vince. 

| have only one remark to add: Consider using the same root 
structure for naming e-files that is already in use in the filing 
cabinet standing in the corner of the office. By that | mean, use 
one set of logic for both paper filing and e-filing. 

Capiche? 

Cathy in Namibia 


May 8, 2012 


Yolande wrote 
Hi Vince 


Welcome to the Club and welcome to the forums too - we're glad 
to ‘hear’ your voice. 


Thanks for sharing your system with us - that is how we all learn 
from one another. It sounds like a very organised and logical way 
to go about dealing with documents that are still in the making. | 
always admire people who are by nature logical and systematic - 
because I'm not and it's taken me long to work out a system that 
makes any kind of sense to anybody but me. 


If you have any more tips & ideas, we'd love to hear about them. 
Also feel free to share your challenges with us...maybe a lot of 
other folks have the same questions/challenges and that way 
everybody gets help. 


Vince, please drop me a line if you need help around here - I'll be 
only too glad to assist you. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


May 7, 2012 


rfxvgm wrote 


| often write reports and assignments that are weeks in the 
making ie the same document will be worked on every day until 
complete. As a means of version control | save with an 
appropriate name and append each days date to the title in the 
reverse format ie "project name yyyymmda" that way | can follow 
my changes sequentially day by day and still have the previous 
days copy if | need it. At the end of day | email that version of the 
document to myself, that way if my hard disk crashes | still have a 
copy by logging onto my email via another computer. 

On the final completion of the document | remove the date from 
the title, delete all previous dated versions of the document and 
formally back up to my other hardrive. 

Hope this makes sense 

Regards 

Vince 


May 7, 2012 
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Managing Email Effectively 


Strategies for Taming Your Inbox 


It's Monday morning. 

ails — 
As Linda sits down at her desk \ 
she experiences that familiar 


sinking sensation in her 
stomach... 


She's not dreading the day 
head of her - she's dreading 


her email inbox! = 


Linda's in charge of a large 
team, and she receives at least Manage email effectively and be more productive. 
50 emails every day. Reading © iStockphoto/rubenhi 

and responding to all of this 

mail takes a long time, and most of her work takes back seat to this 
daily chore. As a result, she's notoriously behind on projects, and 
she's started staying late, just to catch up. 


When we use it appropriately, email is an incredibly useful 
communication tool. But, like Linda, many of us feel overwhelmed by 
the amount of mail that we receive and need to respond to. 


However, there are ways to manage your email so that you're more 
productive. In this article, we'll explore strategies for doing this, so 
that you can get on with the real work at hand. 


Note: 


Keep in mind that these strategies may not work for everyone. So 
use your own best judgment when you think about how to manage 
your email. 


Checking Email 


Checking your email regularly during the day can be an effective way 
to keep your inbox at manageable levels. 


However, the constant interruption and distraction © that comes 
from multitasking © in this way can dramatically lower your 
productivity, and disrupt your ability to enter a state of flow @ when 
working on high value projects. 


One strategy you can use is to check email only at set points during 
the day. For instance, you may decide that you'll only check your 
email first thing in the morning, before lunch, and at the end of the 
day. 


Here, it helps to set your email software to "receive" messages only 
at certain times, so that you're not distracted © by incoming 
messages. If you can't do this, at least make sure that you turn off 
audible and visual alerts. 


You can also reserve time to read and respond to email after a long 
period of focused work, or at the time of day when your energy and 
creativity are at their lowest (this means that you can do higher value 
work at other times). Our article, Is This a Morning Task? © will 
help you identify when you're feeling least energetic, so that you can 
schedule time appropriately. 


If you're concerned that your colleagues, boss, or clients will be 
annoyed or confused that you're not responding to their email 
quickly, explain that you only check email at certain times, and that 
they can call you or use instant messaging © if the matter is really 
urgent. 


Note: 


Clearly, in some roles, you will have to check email on a regular 
basis, especially if your business uses email as its main 
communication tool. As with all of these strategies, use your 
judgment, based on your circumstances. 


Reading Email 


When you read email, you can waste hours if you don't use this time 
intelligently. 


First, try using the "Two-Minute Rule" (a concept from David Allen, the 
author of Getting Things Done ©) when you read your mail - if the 
email will take less than two minutes to read and reply to, then take 
care of it right now, even if it's not a high priority. The idea behind this 
is that if it takes less than two minutes to action, it takes longer to 
read and then store the task away "to do later" than it would to just 
take care of the task now. 


For emails that will take longer than two minutes to read or respond 
to, schedule time on your calendar, or add this as an action on your 
To-Do List ©, to do later. Most email programs allow you to highlight, 
flag, or star messages that need a response, so utilize this handy 
feature whenever you can. 


Tip: 


Many of us also get lots of internal notifications. These are those 
"FYI" emails from the corporate office or from team members who 
want to keep us "in the loop." If you see your name in the "cc" field 
instead of the "To" field, chances are it's an FYI email. Consider 
filing it in a "To Read" folder, and tackle it when you have time. 


Organizing Email 
Can you imagine having an inbox with nothing in it? It almost sounds 
too good to be true! 


Although a completely empty inbox (also called "inbox zero") might 
be unrealistic for many of us, keeping our main inbox cleared can 
make us more organized, and help eliminate stress. 


First, set up a simple filing system to help manage your mail. 


You could use broad categories titled "Action Items," "Waiting," 
"Reference," and "Archives." If you're able to stay on top of your 
folders - particularly "Action" and "Waiting" folders - you could use 
them as an informal To-Do List for the day. 


If four categories sounds too simplistic for your needs, you can set up 
a more detailed system. For instance, you could create a folder for 
every project that you're working on, or have a set folder for each of 
your clients or sales reps. 


The advantage when you create specific folders for processing email 
is that it makes it easier to search for past mail: instead of scouring 
your entire email system, you can simply search in that particular 
folder. 


Using Rules 


Most email programs, such as Outlook and Gmail, allow you to 
establish "Rules" that sort email into a particular folder as soon as it 
comes in. 


For instance, you might get several emails per day that notify you of 
sales that your company has made. You want to receive these, 
because you want to see what's happening, but you don't want them 
to clutter your inbox. 


This is where you could set up a rule in your email program that 
moves emails with, say, "Sale Notification:" in the subject line straight 
to the "Sales Made" folder as soon as they come in. This means that 
you don't need to manually file these emails, and allows you to keep 
all of the sales emails in one folder. 


Non-Essential Email 


If you regularly receive email such as newsletters, blogs and article 
feeds, you could re-route these to another email address, or use rules, 
so that they're instantly delivered to a particular folder. 


This will help keep your primary inbox clear, and they'll be in one 
place, ready to read at a convenient time. 


Tip: 


You can make a world of difference for your colleagues, boss, and 
clients when you write effective emails ©. This will not only save 
them stress and frustration, but succinct, relevant emails can also 
save an enormous amount of time - yours and theirs. 


Good Team Habits 


One of the best things that you can do, to limit the amount of email 
you need to process, is encourage people to send you less. 


For instance, if certain team members regularly send you long, 
drawn-out emails, let them know. Tell them gently but firmly that 
because of the demand on your time, you'd appreciate emails no 


longer than a paragraph or two. Anything longer than that should 
warrant a phone call. Alternatively, they could drop by your office for 
a discussion. 


Also, promote good email and communication strategies in your 
organization - encourage people to use the strategies highlighted in 
this article and in our Writing Effective Email © and Using Instant 
Messaging ® articles. 


Key Points 


Most of us feel overwhelmed by email. Although it's a great 
communication tool, people often overuse it. When you manage it 
effectively, you can significantly boost your productivity. 


To gain control of your inbox, start by checking and processing 
email only at certain times during the day. If you're concerned 
about the delayed response, let people know that you don't check 
your email constantly. 


Also, try to keep your inbox as clear as possible. Organize mail 
using folders like "Action," "Waiting," and "Archives," And when 
you do check mail, use the two minute rule - immediately handle 
any email that you can read and responded to in two minutes or 
less. 


You can also reduce your incoming mail by asking people to send 
you less, and by advocating effective email and communication 
strategies in your organization. 


Did you find this article helpful? » 


No 


a, 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 
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on Print 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


James wrote 

Hi Michael 

EOM's great, isn't it! 

Another of these (I think it came from the Mike Song "Hamster 
Revolution" book) is "NTR" - "No Thanks Required". It's usually 
quite nice to get thanks, but if you get a lot of this type of email, 
you can use NTR to cut back on the volume of email that you 
receive. 


James 


March 19, 2011 


MichaelP wrote 
James, | always need help with my inbox tks for the tips. 


| agree that working with your team to make sure only the right 
amount of emails are sent always makes a big difference. 


One crossover technique between IM and email is just use the 
heading for your text, finishing with eom. most email systems 
show you the header and you can manage the email without 
having to open it. not my idea but | leant it and use it and it works 
for me. 


cheers 
Michael 


March 18, 2011 
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Managing Interruptions 


Maintain Focus, Keep Control of Your Time 


Everyday interruptions at work 
can be a key barrier to > 
managing your time effectively — 
and, ultimately, can be a ie 

barrier to your success. 


Think back to your last 
workday, and consider for a 
minute the many interruptions 
that occurred. There may have 
been phone calls, emails, - 
hallway conversations, © iStockphoto/ericsphotography 
colleagues stopping by your 

office, or anything else that unexpectedly demanded your attention 
and, in doing so, distracted you from the task at-hand. 


Because your day only has so many hours in it, a handful of small 
interruptions can rob you of the time you need to achieve your goals 
and be successful in your work and life. 


More than this, they can break your focus, meaning that you have to 
spend time re-engaging with the thought processes needed to 
successfully complete complex work. 


The key to controlling interruptions is to know what they are and 
whether they are necessary, and to plan for them in your daily 
schedule. The tips that follow will help you do that, and so prevent 
interruptions from frustrating you and jeopardizing your success. 


Using the Tool 


Use the following tips to understand and manage interruptions: 


1. Keep An Interrupters Log 


If interruptions consistently rob you of time and energy, or if they 
frequently push you off schedule and cause delays, it's time to keep 
an Interrupters Log. This is a simple record of the interruptions you 
experience in the course of a day. 


Click here to download our free Interrupters Log Worksheet. 
Figure 1 shows an example of it. 


Figure 1: The Interrupters Log 


Date and Description of 


Time Interruption 


Date and Description of Valid? 
Time Interruption 


Keep your Interrupters Log with you every day for at least a week, 
recording every interruption you experience, and marking down the 
person interrupting you; the date and time it occurs; what the 
interruption is; whether it was valid; and whether it was urgent (or 
whether someone could have waited until a better time.) 


Once you have recorded the interruptions for a week, sit down with 
your log and analyze the information. 


Which interruptions are valid and which are not? 


You need to deal with the valid interruptions. We'll show you below 
how you can schedule them into your day so that they get the 
attention they need, while you still have the time you need to 
adequately address your daily work. 


As for the interruptions that are not valid, you must find a way to 
block these out in the future. 


2. Analyze and Conquer Interruptions 


To analyze and conquer the interruptions you find in your Interrupters 
Log, firstly look at whether the interruption is valid or not. 


Could someone have avoided interrupting you by waiting for a routine 
meeting? Or was it something they should have asked you about at 
all? 


If not, deal with this politely but assertively ©. 


Next, look at how urgent the interruptions were, and whether they 
could have been pre-empted. You can pre-empt many interruptions by 
holding routine meetings with people: If they're confident that they'll 
have access to you at a defined point in the near future, they'll learn 
to save up non-urgent issues until this meeting. 


However, some interruptions are both urgent and valid. You need to 
be interrupted, and you need to deal with the situation. 


From your Interrupters Log, you'll see how much time is taken up by 
these urgent, valid interruptions. Block this time into your schedule as 
"contingency time", and only take on as much other work as you can 
fit into the remaining time. You'll have to juggle this other work 
around the interruptions, but at least you won't be overloaded and 
stressed by the things that you haven't done because they've been 
displaced by emergencies. 


3. Put Your Phone to Work for You (Not Against You) 


A little bit of planning can go a long way in working to control 
telephone interruptions, which many people experience all day long. 
If you are on a deadline or your focus needs to be intense (and not 
interrupted), use your voice mail to screen calls, or have an assistant 
deal with messages for you. This way, you can deal with calls by 
priority, and at times that suit you. In fact, this telephone time can be 
planned into your schedule, and so become a normal part of your 
working day. 


4. Catch Your Breath 


When interrupted, it's easy to get caught up in the "rush" of the 
person who is interrupting, for they undoubtedly feel their request is 
urgent. In reality, however, most interruptions are not genuinely 
crisis-driven, and it can serve everyone best to take a little time 
before taking action. 


Take a few minutes to consider the situation. Catch your breath and 
clear your head. A small delay, even one of just a few minutes, goes a 
long way in assessing the situation accurately and reacting 
appropriately. 


5. Learn to Say "No" 


It's often acceptable to say "no" to requests or tasks if you are busy 
when someone else can handle it, if it is not an important task, or if it 
can be done later. 


When this is the case, saying "no" in a courteous and sincere way, 
followed by a short explanation is the best course of action to take: "I 
am working against a very tight deadline on an important project 
right now so, | am sorry, but | can not jump in and help". 


6. "Available" and "Unavailable" Time 


Simple yet effective: Let people know when you are available. and 
when you are not. Make sure that people know that during your 
"unavailable time", they should only interrupt you if they have to. 


You and your co-workers can also agree on a signal that everyone in 
the office can use when unavailable, like turning the nameplate on 
the door around, or simply closing the door. This alleviates 
interruptions and can avoid hurt feelings. 


Tip: 


Be careful here. If you're a manager, an important part of your job 
is to be available to people, to handle urgent issues which arise, 
and to coach your team so that people are as effective as possible. 


If you put up barriers that are too high, you won't be able to do 
these jobs. By all means, use "unavailable time", but don't over 


use it, and make sure people know they can interrupt you if there 
is a genuine crisis. 


7. "Invitation Only" Time 


Schedule regular check-in times for the individuals you talk to most 
often. Ask these people to keep a running list of things that they need 
to discuss, So you Can cover all the points at one time. And, force 
yourself to do the same. 


An open-door policy is good, but you should limit the number of 
people you invite to your work area. For instance, if you're scheduling 
a meeting, offer to meet your co-worker in his or her office or a 
conference room. This way, you can excuse yourself after you 
accomplish your purpose. Additionally, it's much easier to get up and 
leave than it is to get people to leave your office once they're seated 
and comfortable. 


8. Uncontrollable Interruptions 


There are interruptions that, no matter how hard you try, you simply 
cannot control. 


Most people are happy to schedule a more convenient time, but when 
this does not work, quickly set the parameters by saying something 
like, "| only have five minutes to talk about this right now," and stick 
to it. 


Do not ask the interrupter to sit down and do not engage in small 
talk. Encourage the interrupter to get right to the point and if a 
solution cannot be reached before the allotted time runs out, set a 
time for getting back to them and, again, stick to it. 


Download Workshe@@ 


Did you find this article helpful? > 


No 


a, 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


Next Get Productive! Learning Stream article — 


_ 


tae Print 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


Hi motheman, 

Having clear time to focus on work is indeed important. | have 
read somewhere that those 'have you got a minute’ interruptions 
actually takes 20 minutes to get back into the flow of work. So, 
each time you are interrupted and engage with that person, 
rather than simply asking them to come back later, means the 
thing you are working on will take another 20 minutes! 


Those 'have you got a minute' 20 minutes can add up over the 
course of a day! And yet people wonder why they don't achieve all 
they want to achieve when they keep on getting interrupted. 


What strategies will you use to help maintain your focus, and 
minimize interruptions? 


Midgie 


February 20, 2014 


motheman wrote 


getting interrupted can be annoying but these are good tips for a 
clear head | especially like the part of me time clearly distincting 
time where people can focus on work 


February 19, 2014 


Yolande wrote 


Oh how true this is: 

When interrupted, it's easy to get caught up in the "rush" of the 
person who is interrupting, for they undoubtedly feel their request 
is urgent. In reality, however, most interruptions are not genuinely 
crisis-driven, and it can serve everyone best to take a little time 
before taking action. 

And sometimes, it makes us feel worthwhile and important when 
we need to help someone else out in a "crisis" ...but then it should 
probably be a real crisis! 


Also, having "available" and "unavailable" time is an excellent 
strategy which | have put to good use for myself. It goes for 
consultations and phone calls. And if your office is at home, like 
mine, you need to be very clear about these times right from the 
start. 

If | really don't want to be interrupted, | close my e-mail, close 
down Skype, switch my mobile phone to voicemail and then focus 
on what | want to do. Obviously | can't do this all day long every 
day, but there are times when | need to really concentrate my 
efforts and times that | am available to talk to, answer mails etc. It 
helps me a lot! 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


October 18, 2010 
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Minimizing Distractions 


Managing Your Work Environment 


How often are you distracted at 


work? CS 
It's a question that's almost NS 


laughable, right? Most of us are 
distracted several times, if not 
dozens of times, every day. 


ek e 
We get emergency emails and AY od i 
phone calls. We take breaks to RS x\ 
browse the Internet. Co- one i 
workers walk into our office for east : : 
Email is just one of many distractions that can 


a quick chat, or send us affect your productivity. 


amusing instant messages. © iStockphoto/joxxxxjo 


It doesn't matter where you work or what you do, you probably deal 
with distractions on a daily basis. And these distractions are costly: a 
2007 study by Basex estimated that distractions cost U.S. businesses 
$588 billion per year, and this high cost is likely repeated in 
organizations around the world. 


What's more (and depending on the complexity of our work), 
regaining concentration after a distraction can take quite a few 
minutes. If we're distracted 10 times a day, multiply the time lost by 
10, and it's easy to see why we sometimes don't get much quality 
work done. 


Learning how to minimize distractions can dramatically increase your 
productivity and effectiveness, as well as reduce your stress. Without 
distractions, you can get into flow ®, produce high-quality work, and 
achieve much more during the day. 


In this article, we'll discuss the most common distractions we face at 
work, and we'll look at strategies for minimizing or eliminating them. 


Email 


While email is incredibly useful, it's also one of the biggest work 
distractions we face. Many of us could spend entire days simply 
reading and responding to emails. 


e Schedule "email" times - Minimize this distraction by 
scheduling specific times to check and respond to emails. For 
instance, you could check email when you first arrive at work, at 
lunch, and right before you leave, and specify a half-hour slot 
every day to respond to your emails. (If you do this, it may be 
useful to let co-workers and customers know that they will need 
to contact you another way if they need you urgently.) 


e Check and respond to email at "low productivity" times - 
Remember that there are certain times of day when you probably 
do your best work ©. Some people work best in the morning, 
and others late at night. Schedule your email check-in during 


your less-productive times - and save your peak hours for doing 
creative, high-value work. 


¢ Turn emails into actions - If an email will take more than a few 
minutes to action or respond to, add it as a new action on your 
To-Do List © or Action Program ©. 


e Keep your email program closed - When you're not using 
your email program, close it entirely - or at least turn off the 
visual or audible alerts that distract you. This eliminates the 
temptation to check it constantly. 


Most email programs will also allow you to fetch new email 
manually with a "send/receive" button, or will allow you to set it 
to get new email automatically at certain times of the day (every 
three hours, for example). 


Tip: 


See our article on Managing Email Effectively © for more 
strategies on minimizing the distractions caused by email. Our 
article Overcoming Information Overload ©, and our Expert 
Interview on Managing Email © with Mike Song, may also be 
helpful. 


Disorganization 


A disorganized desk or office can be very distracting. When your work 
space or work life is disorganized, it can be difficult to think and plan 
clearly. 


Getting organized is a topic that could easily fill books, and it does! 
We have several good resources here at Mind Tools. 


Our articles How to Be Organized ©, Actions Programs 9, The 
Art of Filing ©, and The 5S System © will help you to organize your 
office and work life, so you can be more productive - and less 
distracted - during the day. 


Instant Messaging (IM) 


Instant messaging © can be useful, but many times it's also a way 
for co-workers to interrupt you without having to get up and walk into 
your office. 


If you use instant messaging (it's very powerful if used in a disciplined 
way), get into the habit of using it for small, quick queries. It's often 
better to use email or the phone for more complex ones. 


Also, if you find yourself distracted by IM, consider setting specific 
times during the day for being "online." Then, when you don't want to 
be contacted, leave it off or set your status to "busy." If people need 
to contact you, make sure they know your "hours" for IM. 


Phone Calls 


The ring of the phone has become almost like Pavlov's bell for some 
people - we think we must answer it, even if we're concentrating O 
on something important. 


Minimize phone call distractions by turning off your phone during your 
peak work hours. Or, let your team know that you won't take non- 
essential calls between specific times, such as from noon to 2 p.m. 


Alternatively, get people into the habit of using IM to check with co- 
workers that they are OK to take a call. If co-workers are deep in 
concentration, they can ask to "talk in 10 minutes" without losing the 
thread of their work. 


The Internet 


Browsing the web can take up enormous amounts of time from our 
day, and when we start looking on the Internet for one thing, it's easy 
to get lost for 20 minutes or more. 


¢ Read the news before the start of the day - Visit news sites 
or read newspapers before work, so that you know the news. 
That way, you won't be distracted as much during the day. 


¢ Close your Internet browser - Eliminate Internet distractions 
by keeping your browser closed when you're not using it. If you 
repeatedly check personal email, or go on social networking sites 
like Facebook or Twitter, then log out of your account. If you're 
forced to take those few extra seconds to log in each time, it may 
remind you that you're not focusing on work. 


However, bear in mind that tools like Twitter are increasingly 
useful for staying in touch with events in your industry. Just make 
sure that you only check it at set times of the day - for instance, 
before lunch and at the end of the day.) 


e Use special software - There are some useful software 
applications such as Freedom and Anti-Social that help 
eliminate online distractions. You can specify which websites you 
want to block, and set a timer for how long you want the block to 
remain active. Using technology like this to block access for 
yourself can be a big help. 


¢ Take short Internet breaks - Remember that taking little 
breaks, especially after working for an hour or more in deep 
concentration, can be quite useful for resting your mind. These 
tiny breaks allow you to return to focus with renewed energy. Use 
casual Internet browsing as a reward for every hour you devote 
to high-quality, focused work - and you'll feel as if you've earned 
the time. 


Other People 
Co-workers often create the greatest distractions. 


¢ Close your door - Close your office door to keep people from 
casually stopping by. If they knock or come in anyway, explain 
that when your door is closed, you shouldn't be disturbed unless 


there's an emergency. A sign on your office door may also help. 
(If you're a manager, there's clearly a tension between this and - 
very importantly - making sure that your "door is always open" 
to members of your team. Consider working from home or ina 
conference room when you don't want to be disturbed.) 


e Use headphones - If you're in a cubicle or open office 
environment, people are less likely to interrupt you if you're 
wearing headphones. (You don't even have to be listening to 
music!) 


¢ Talk to the disrupter - If you share an office with someone who 
often disrupts your day, talk to the person about the problem: he 
may not realize he's distracting you. Or, if a co-worker often 
comes in, sits down, and chats for a while, don't allow her to do it 
- place a pile of papers on the chair she'd use, or stand up 
immediately when she comes into your office or cubicle. 


Tip: 


Our article Managing Interruptions © offers further help on 
dealing with interruptions by co-workers. 


Work Environment 


Windows, a busy highway, or loud co-workers may all contribute to a 
distracting work environment. 


¢ Work in another location - If possible, work in a conference 
room or empty office to regain your concentration. If your job 
allows it, working in a different setting, such as at home, ata 
library, or in a coffee shop, may also help you to focus more. 


e Use "white noise" - If noise is a problem, install padded 
partitions, or consider buying a sound machine that produces 
white noise to cover annoying sounds. Noise-canceling 
headphones with soft music can also improve your focus. You can 
also download white noise files from the Internet and set them on 
"repeat." Having white noise play constantly helps block 
unwanted sounds. 


Other Projects and Tasks 


An overwhelming To-Do List © may be a major distraction during the 
day. You may then procrastinate © on those tasks, simply because 
you have so much to do, which further lowers your productivity. 


¢ Prioritize your To-Do List - Commit to accomplishing the two 
most important tasks on your list every day. 


¢ Track your day - Pick one day to keep track of everything you 
spend your time doing. You might discover that you spend five 
hours managing interruptions and dealing with emergencies, and 
four hours doing actual work. This assessment would then show 
you that you have only four productive hours each day to achieve 
your most important tasks. 


¢ Delegate - Learn how to delegate effectively ©. This is 
important for managing an overwhelming list of tasks and 
projects. 


Tiredness 
Coming to work well rested is vital to having a productive day. 


¢ Get enough sleep - Many people don't get enough sleep © at 
night. When you're tired, it's very easy to become distracted. 


e Stay hydrated - When you don't drink enough water and you 
become dehydrated, you may not think clearly. Dehydration can 
also make you feel tired and less alert. Keep a water bottle on 
your desk, and drink regularly during the day. 


¢ Go for a walk - If you're tired at work, go outside for a walk. 
Getting some fresh air and moving your body can give you more 
energy, and can make you feel more alert. 


¢ Watch your diet - Your diet may also influence how tired you 
feel. For example, avoid heavy lunches - and instead eat smaller, 
healthy snacks throughout the day. 


Key Points 


We all face distractions on a daily basis. Distractions not only lower 
our productivity, they also increase our stress. 


You probably already know what distracts you the most - phone 
calls, emails, instant messages, Internet browsing, interrupting co- 
workers, and so on. Strategies like scheduling email checks, 
turning off your phone, and leaving the office for a quieter 
environment may eliminate distractions so that you get more 
done. 


Try several strategies to find the ones that work, and then stick to 
them! 


Did you find this article helpful? > 


No 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


poe Print 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 

Impressive Francisco!!! | have to admit I'm a bit of a Packrat too. 
You've inspired me to take a good hard look at my desk and start 
emptying... and to stop looking at the pile of "to shred" 
documents (that I've been staring at for a year) and just go ahead 
and shred them. Honestly, if | haven't needed them this past year 
I'm not EVER going to need them... right?? 

Dianna 


January 8, 2014 


fxgg090 wrote 
Thank’s Midgie: 
Yep, | have to keep it this way now. 


Before this massive cleaning, | did clean my desk and put in the 
trash papers every 2 months or so, not very often. 


Now | want to do it at least every week, if | keep cleaning every 
day will be more easy and more organized. 


Yes it did help! 


Thanks! 
Francisco. 


January 8, 2014 


Midgie wrote 

Hi Francisco, 

WOW, definitely sounds like you had a massive clear out! Well 
done and now the trick is to keep it up with regular tidy ups and 
clear out. 


If you were to schedule time on a regular basis, how often would 
you do a tidy up? How often would you do a big clear out? 


Hope this all helps you to stay focused on your work! 


Midgie 


ay 


January 8, 2014 


fxgg090 wrote 
Oh dear, | need it this... iIMY OFFICE! 


Before Christmas | had to do a clean up, | had papers since | think 
1992 (not kidding) | can’t believe this, | think | need everything at 
hand when | don’t. 


| did a clean up, did put in another office more papers, did copy 
my important documents. And did clean all the desk, put in the 
trash things | didn ‘t even know it existed there. 


| realize how important is to have at least 3 agendas, yes | have 3, 
one for my Secretary | share with her every day with what she 
must do and what | need to do for the day, | sign off those. The 
other agenda is personal, emails, phones #, passwords (I never 
store passwords or personal numbers on Excel or o the computer 
is not safe). And my other agenda is for the month, what | need 
every month to do or not do, in that agenda | write what | need to 
change in myself for good. 


| had some books | gave as a gift to my co workers, | did order my 
phones, all electrical things in one place, clips, post its in one 
place and i will try to put them back every day. | feel better, more 
organized, people who come | see how they react also. 


Believe it or not when | was in disorder | knew every paper, but it 
wasn t it’s place or | didnt need them, but | remember everything 
| had. 


| bought something for my coat too, it looks better too, | bought 
some nice mugs too, and they are in one place, | had to change 
my printer (again, is wireless no need for wires there), and my 
ancient Egypt, Mexican, American, European things | have (my 
office in reality is like a museum where people wonder what’s 
there or what’s new, | produce motivation that way), but that 
museum was for sure a mess, total mess, after | ended my 
cleaning | came to my home doing the same because all my 
offices at home and my room were a mess plus, | guess spiders 
could live there properly without me knowing they were hiding. 


So | had to clean my house too, | found out the mints | got in a 
restuarant in 2003-2004, | found out a notebook since | was in 
high school (I still have it), also some books since | was in 
elementary (I guess the museum keeps at my house), oh my gosh 
| found even pencils | did use like 20 years ago, no kidding a mc 
Donalds box, oh some news papers from last year, oh! homework 
since | was in college and | never saw, some coins | lost someday, 
also some medical tests | got like in the year 1998 and so on....I 
just can’t believe all the mess | got. _ And | thought that was 
order- 


Anyway, my intention is to keep my offices clean everyday, and in 
order, to not keep so much papers, put them in the trash, recicle 


them or whatever but not kept all, | want to scan all my 
documents too and get a file for that. 


Im doing a check box list, where every week or so | will check if | 
have that thing that | need the most and if | dont need it your 
gone from my eyes, just the relevant tools | need near by, | do this 
in my checklist nothing less nothing more because | get distracted 
too very often. 


Oh | forgot | also found those 3.5 Big Disks we used in those old 
computers. 


| don’t need to take pictures | have a very big memory but for 
those who forget how to order their desks | can tell you take some 
pictures so you can remember how they look when they are neat 
and clean, im trying to be consistent in this how do | appear to 
other’s in my profession? what is the impression giving by my 
physical space?? 

Anyway, God created Chaos... 

So, these tips about not being distracted are very good, sorry | 
can‘t follow the time for emails, it’s impossible for me to have 
times for -emails | get emails almost every 20 minutes or so, and 
some are really important, | get filters too to just get and not be 
distracted by spam mails, about phones | don’t get direct calls 
neither do interviews on the phone, but someone else took my 
calls for me (that’s a relief). 

| did find out that smell or odor is very important, so is not just to 
have a clean desk but a nice smell, usually fresh coffee or a 
deodorant we use in the place, people get nice where they smell 
nice, | bought a new chair and new items for the desk. 


Francisco X Gonzalez. 
The orderly guy. 


January 8, 2014 


Rachel wrote 
Hi All 


Colleagues, email alerts, social media notifications - all of these 
can distract us at work. 


Learn how to minimize distractions like these, in this week's 
Featured Favorite. 


Happy holidays! 
Best wishes 
Rachel 


December 24, 2013 


Dianna wrote 


That's a great tip. And with so many great headphones on the 
market these days people are sure to find a set that work well for 
them. 


How long have you been sing this strategy? Did you experience 
any resistance at the start? Maybe with people feeling insulted 
that you want to tune them out? It would be great to hear how 
you've made this work for you. 


Best! 
Dianna 


April 18, 2013 


timmartin wrote 


Bose head phones work really well... They cancel out distractions 
opt for the microphone socket it's amazing 

bw 

Tim Martin 

[color=#800040:1uubu38f]The Harley Street Mind boutique 

1 Harley Street 

london 

027 047 1964 


April 17, 2013 


Dianna wrote 

Hi Whilhelmina, 

Let us know how things go after a week or so. It's a good idea to 
keep track of your interruptions using a log. Then you can go back 
and look for patterns and people! that cause the most 
interruptions. There are lots more tips on this in our article on 
managing interruptions:http://www.mindtools.com/community/ 
pages/article/nNewHTE_94.php 

Looking forward to hearing how it goes... 

Dianna 


January 30, 2012 


mingro_62 wrote 
Hi All, 


This is a very important and interesting topic. Most of the time, | 
get upset when | have to stop in the middle of work to answer 
emails or SMS or to chat with a colleague who has popped in for a 
quick chat. 


| do however, use the headsets technique at times and it does 
work. | just put them on even when I'm not listening to anything! 


I'll put what I've just read into practice; setting special times to 
check mails and to respond to phone calls that aren't urgent. 
Hope this makes my life more enjoyable! 


Wilhelmina 


January 26, 2012 
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Motivating Yourself 
Practical Tools and Strategies 
Are you able to get excited 


about every task you need to 
do? 


Or do you sometimes need a 
bit more help to make a start, 
never mind getting the task 
done? 


Maybe you're continuing to 
ignore those overflowing filing 
cabinets, instead of taking 
some time out to reorganize 
them. 


 ——r 
Many of us need help getting motivated sometimes. 
© iStockphoto/Martinan 


Or, you're avoiding that difficult conversation with a person who is 
always late, choosing instead to tolerate the tardiness. Perhaps you 
keep rearranging your priorities, so that the tasks you hate always 
end up at the bottom of the list. 


The longer you delay doing something, the more stress and pressure 
you're likely to feel. After a while, you may even start to lose 
confidence in your ability to complete the task at all. 


Many of us sometimes need help getting motivated. And it can be 
very frustrating when we know we have to do something, but we just 
can't get around to making a start. 


Motivation Basics 
There are essentially two types of motivation: 


¢ Intrinsic motivation - This is when you are motivated by 
"internal" factors to meet your own personal needs. Most hobbies 
and leisure activities are based on intrinsic motivation. We do 
them because we enjoy them, not because we have to. 


e Extrinsic motivation - This is when you are motivated by 
"external" factors that are given or controlled by others, for 
example, by salary or by praise. Our jobs are usually based on 
extrinsic motivation, although there will be some intrinsic 
motivation involved if you enjoy aspects of what you do. 


Most situations at work involve both types of motivation. If we doa 
job we enjoy, some of the work we do will be intrinsically motivating. 
Realistically though, we probably wouldn't go to work if we weren't 
being paid! Enjoying your job is intrinsically motivating, while being 
paid a salary to do it is extrinsically motivating. 


Even if we do a job we enjoy, problems can crop up when we need to 
do something that we don't inherently like - such as filing, speaking 
with staff about performance issues, completing reports, and so on. 
We have to do undesirable tasks as part of our job, so we have to find 


a way to motivate ourselves to complete them. That's where self- 
motivation is necessary. 


To motivate yourself, you must examine and understand your needs, 
so that you know what you find valuable and rewarding. Then, by 
changing your environment and perspective, you can find the intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivation to complete those undesirable tasks. So, 
rather than relying on other factors to make a task more rewarding, 
you make it more rewarding yourself. 


Tip: 


Our articles on Alderfer's ERG Theory © and Maslow's 
Hierarchy of Needs © provide more information on 
understanding and examining your needs. 


Self-Motivation Strategies 


Just as there are two types of motivation, there are two main 
strategies for motivating yourself: 


1. You make the task more intrinsically interesting and satisfying. 
2. You provide your own extrinsic rewards. 


Using a combination of both is often the most effective way to 
motivate yourself. So, you have to find further intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation to get those undesirable tasks done. Here are some tactics 
that you can use motivate yourself: 


e Change your attitude and approach to undesirable tasks - 
For example, the task of reorganizing your filing cabinet may not 
be motivating in itself. But being seen as a competent and 
organized person might provide intrinsic motivation for you. By 
thinking of filing in this way, for example, you can connect 
completing the task with meeting your needs. 


¢ Think about why you do what you do - Sometimes you may 
start to think that your job is pointless, so why bother to do 
things? A great way to increase self-motivation is to list all of the 
positive outcomes of your job. If you're on the cleaning staff in a 
hospital, ultimately your job keeps patients safe from germs and 
disease. If you sell office equipment internationally, you 
contribute to the efficient functioning of workplaces all over the 
world. 


¢ Set goals - By setting goals © you'll know exactly what you 
need to do to achieve what you want in life. Then, by looking at 
this "bigger picture", you'll be able to see how those undesirable 
tasks can help you reach your goals, and you'll be able to see 
"what's in it for you" to complete these tasks. 


¢ Break your tasks down into smaller pieces - Organizing the 
entire filing cabinet may be too large a task to do all at once. 
Start alphabetically, or with the first section of files. Then, when 
you complete the first group, you can use your success with the 
smaller tasks to motivate you to finish. 


¢ Build in accountability - Tell you colleagues or manager about 
your task. Knowing that someone else is expecting you to 
complete the task can help motivate you. 


e Master time management - Learn to take control of your 
time, and create a schedule that helps you to do things more 
efficiently. 

e Don't procrastinate - When low motivation and 
procrastination © occur together, it can be doubly hard to get 
things done. 


¢ Reward yourself - Make an agreement with yourself to give 
yourself a reward when you complete a task. For example, buy 
yourself a specialty coffee for completing smaller tasks, or send 
yourself to the spa for a massage when you finish a major one. 


¢ Scare yourself with the negative consequences of not 
doing it - If not doing the task is going to get you in trouble with 
your boss, focus on this, and scare yourself into doing it! 


¢ Swap tasks with a colleague - Maybe you can trade your 
undesirable task with someone else who doesn't mind doing it, 
and you can do something for that person in return. Use each 
other's needs, interests and talents to work more efficiently. 


¢ Surround yourself with positive thoughts and people - 
Positive thinking © is very powerful. Just telling yourself that 
you can do something is often all you need to get started. And 
when you're around other positive people, they'll support and 
encourage you to keep trying. 


¢ Create an accomplishment log - Use this to record all of the 
times when you were able to motivate yourself to complete a 
task or keep moving forward. The log can inspire you the next 
time you need some extra motivation. 


Take our How Self-Motivated Are You? © self-test quiz to 
understand your current levels of self-motivation better. 


Key Points 


Motivation is a complex subject, and motivating yourself can be 
difficult. By examining your needs, you can often change the way 
you view a task, and you can link completing it with something 
that's intrinsically satisfying. You can also provide your own 
rewards, and change how you approach undesirable tasks to 
provide more extrinsic motivation. 


By using a combination of self-motivation tactics, you'll motivate 
yourself to get those undesirable tasks done. Then you can get on 
with the parts of your job you really enjoy! 


Did you find this article helpful? » 


No 


= 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 
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on Print 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Suz113, 
Welcome to the Club, and thanks for sharing your experience of 
what did NOT work to motivate yourself. 


Everyone is difference as to what works or what does not. That is 
the challenge with trying to motivate others (or ourselves!) ... to 
find the unique key that works for that individual! 


| really love how you sum up motivation ... Because when you get 
down to it... it's about you. So true!! 


Hope to see more of you around the Cafe and please let me know 
if there is anything | can help you with. 
Midgie 


April 11, 2012 


suz113 wrote 


These are all good suggestions, except scaring yourself for 
motivation. Speaking from experience, scaring yourself can cause 
increased anxiety and make you manage your time worse than 
before, resulting in a domino effect of decreased productivity and 
overall well being. Don't scare yourself to do something. Lift 
yourself up and be gentle, even if you don't like the task, or your 
boss. Because when you get down to it, it's not about the task, the 
client, your employers, the job itself, it's about you. 


April 10, 2012 


Dianna wrote 


Thanks for the positive feedback! | find the motivation resources 
very helpful as well and I've learned some interesting things about 
myself and the people | work with along the way. Motivation is so 
complex and for me, it's been a real "onion" experience with so 
many layers to peel back and explore. 


Do you have any strategies that resonated particularly well with 
you and your experiences? 


Dianna 


March 30, 2012 


keithwalker68 wrote 


Enjoyed this article and found it very powerful as it summed up a 
number of good concepts for keeping focus. 


March 27, 2012 


Rachel wrote 
Hi All 


Do you ever need some extra motivation to get certain things 
done? 


Learn some self-motivation strategies in this week's Featured 
Favorite! 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/ 
newHTE_74.php 

Best wishes 

Rachel 


March 20, 2012 


trishfieldsO569 wrote 


Thank YOU ALL for your replies and encouragement! It really helps 
to have people that feel what you do! | will use all of your 
comments in my journey!! 


June 23, 2011 


Midgie wrote 
Hi trishfieldsO569, 


You are so right when you say Learning to motivate yourself from 
within is the key! 

No one else can really provide the motivation to get us going, 
we've got to do that ourselves, for ourselves. There are times we 


think we are doing it for others, yet, in actual fact, it's the feel 
good factor we get from doing it for others that actually motivates 
us! 

What kinds of things do you use to motivate yourself? 

And April, | like your thought, Learning to get satisfaction from the 
journey and not only from the end goal ... if only we could all 
focus on that! 

Midgie 

June 22, 2011 


aprill23 wrote 
Hi trishfieldsO569 


Hmmm...| agree with you. Depending on others to meet any of our 
internal needs is potentially disastrous. Sometimes it feels like a 
lot less work than having to find the motivatoin somewhere inside 
of us, but in the end doesn't necessarily pay off. Learning to get 
satisfaction from the journey and not only from the end goal is a 
challenge for me at times...but | work on it every day! 


April 


June 22, 2011 


trishfieldsO569 wrote 


This is a great article that | really needed! Occassionally, | need to 
align my goals and what satisfies me into true job satisfaction. 
Depending on others to meet that need is wher | fail. Learning to 
motivate yourself from within is the key! Learning to get the 
satisfaction from what you are seeking to accomplish is a very 
valuable tool that | intend to use everyday for the rest of my life! 


June 22, 2011 
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Multitasking 
Can It Help You Get More Done? 


You're on the phone with a 
supplier, while quietly typing up 
notes about your previous 
phone call. 


As soon as you hang up, a 
colleague sends you an instant 
message, which you read over 
while dialing your manager's 
extension number. 


Then, during your phone 
conversation with her, you start 
updating your week's to-do-list. 


Is multitasking costing you time? 


© iStockphoto/juliedeleseleuc 


To boost our productivity, many of us multitask like this to some 
degree. And, in a world where the pace of life is often frantic, people 
who can multitask are typically seen as efficient and effective. After 
all, don't we get more done when we do more than one thing ata 
time? 


Actually, multitasking doesn't make us as productive as we think. 
What's more, it's likely that the quality of our work is worse when we 
multitask. In fact, it could actually be costing us time instead of 
creating it. 


In this article we'll examine the issues associated with multitasking, 
and look at why we shouldn't do it. We'll also look at some 
suggestions to help you get out of the multitasking habit. 


Multitasking and the Myth of Productivity 


Many people have studied multitasking over the last decade, and 
most of them have come to the same conclusion: Multitasking doesn't 
make us more productive! 


Several studies have found that multitasking can actually result in us 
wasting around 20-40 percent of our time, depending on what we're 
trying to do. 


The simple reason that multitasking doesn't work is because we can't 
actually focus on more than one task at a time. But we think we can - 
so we multitask to try and get more done. 


Imagine trying to talk to someone and write an email at the same 
time. Both of these tasks involve communication. You can't speak to 
someone and write a really clear and focused email at the same time. 
The tasks are too conflicting - your mind gets overloaded as you try 
to switch between the two tasks. 


Now think about listening to someone as you try to write an email. 
These two tasks are a bit easier to do together because they involve 


different skills. But your attention to the person will fade in and out as 
you're writing. You simply can't fully focus on both things at once. 


The biggest problem with multitasking is that it can lower the quality 
of our work - we try to do two things or more things at once, and the 
result is that we do everything less well than if we focused properly 
on each task in turn. 


When we switch tasks, our minds must reorient to cope with the new 
information. If we do this rapidly, like when we're multitasking, we 
simply can't devote our full concentration and focus to every switch. 
So the quality of our work suffers. The more complex or technical the 
tasks we're switching between, the bigger the drop in quality is likely 
to be. For instance, it would be almost impossible to write a good- 
quality presentation while having an emotionally charged 
conversation with a co-worker! 


Another major downside to multitasking is the effect it has on our 
stress levels. Dealing with multiple things at once makes us feel 
overwhelmed, drained and frazzled. 


On the other hand, think of how satisfied you feel when you devote 
your full attention to one task. You're able to focus, and you'll 
probably finish it feeling as if you've not only completed something, 
but done it well. This is called being in flow ©, and it's a skill that can 
be developed with some practice. 


Spotting the Multitasking Tendency 


It can be hard to identify when you're multitasking. But there are a 
few key indicators you can look for: 


e If you have several pages or tabs open on your computer, then 
you're probably multitasking. The same goes for your desk - if 
you have several file folders or papers out that you're working 
on, you might well be multitasking. 


e Multitasking is more likely when you're working on a project or 
task you're not excited about. For instance, creating a 
spreadsheet analysis might be an unwelcome task, so you might 
frequently check your email or do some research on a new 
assignment in order to lessen the pain of the current task. 


e Frequent interruptions can also cause you to multitask. For 
instance, you might be writing your department's budget when a 
colleague comes into your office with a question for you. You 
then carry on trying to tinker with the budget as you answer their 
question. 


How to Stop Multitasking 


If we want to improve the quality of our work, lower our stress levels, 
and become more efficient, then we need get out of the multitasking 
habit. Below are some suggestions to help you cut back on 
multitasking: 


e Plan your day in blocks. Set specific times for returning calls, 
answering emails, and doing research. 


¢ Manage your interruptions ©. Keep a log showing who 
interrupts you the most, and how urgent the requests are. Once 


you've compiled a week's worth of interruptions, politely but 
assertively © approach your colleagues with a view to 
managing and reducing their interruptions. 


Learn how to improve your concentration © so you can focus 
properly on one task at a time. Doing this may feel awkward at 
first if you frequently multitask. But you'll be surprised at how 
much you get done just by concentrating on one thing at a time. 


Every time you go to check your email or take a call when you're 
actually supposed to be doing something else, take a deep 
breath and resist the urge. Focus your attention back to what 
you're supposed to be doing. 


If you get an audible or visual alert when emails come in, turn it 
off. This can help you avoid the temptation to check your inbox 
whenever you get new mail. 


Whenever you find yourself multitasking, stop. Take five minutes 
to sit quietly at your desk with your eyes closed. Even short 
breaks like this can refocus your mind, lower your stress levels, 
and improve your concentration. Plus it can give your brain a 
welcome break during a hectic day. 


There will be times when something urgent comes up and you 
can't avoid interruptions. But instead of trying to multitask 
through these, stop and make a note of where you left your 
current task. Record any thoughts you had about how to move 
forward. Then deal with the immediate problem, before going 
back to what you were doing. This way you'll be able to handle 
both tasks well, and you'll leave yourself with some clues to help 
you restart the original task more quickly. 


If you find your mind wandering when you should be focusing on 
something else, you need to guide your thoughts back to what 
you are doing by putting yourself in the moment. For example, 
you might be sitting in an important team meeting, but thinking 
about a speech you'll be giving soon. Tell yourself, "I am in this 
meeting, and need to focus on what I'm learning here." Often, 
acknowledging the moment can help keep you focused. 


Tip: 


If you'd like to learn more about the drawbacks of multitasking, 
and how to get better at managing your time, check out our Expert 
Interview with Dave Crenshaw, The Myth of Multitasking 9. 


Key Points 


Many of us think that multitasking is the best way to get through 
the demands of our working day. This is a myth! The reality is that 
multitasking lowers the quality of our work, reduces our ability to 
focus, and can actually cost us time. 


It's important to stop multitasking as soon as you realize you're 
doing it. Schedule your day into blocks of time, try to minimize and 
manage interruptions, and work on improving your concentration. 


Controlling your tendency to multitask could have surprising 
benefits. You probably find that you get more done, feel less 
stress, and have more energy at the end of the day. 


Did you find this article helpful? A 


No 
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Yes 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


James wrote 

Hi All 

Just checking if you're aware of http://www.macfreedom.com 
[color=brown:2iobrcg5](moderator approved link) - this allows you 
to disable your Internet connection for a pre-defined period of 
time, and it's available for Windows as well as Mac. 

This may go some way towards what you want, Zuni! 


James 


June 25, 2010 


opgo wrote 


Thanks Midgie, 


| appreciate the welcome 


June 24, 2010 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Opgo, 

Welcome to the Forums, and great to jump in with your thoughts. 
Hmm ... a software that blocks other distractions ... wouldn't that 
be distracting in itself?!? All we need now is something to remind 
us to get back to work and get back focused on what we are doing 
when we wander off task! 


| wonder why we find it so hard to shut down the computer, turn 
off certain programs like mail and instant messaging / chat? Life 
as we know it won't stop if we do! 


As | am just about to leave for a week's holiday on Saturday, the 
thought of not turning on my blackberry to get any messages 
makes me twitchy. However, as Yolande suggested, not having 
reception (or not turning on the phone to start with!) might help 
me feel like | really am on holiday!! Hmm ... food for thought! 


Opgo, if there is anything | can help you with or resources you are 
trying to find, just let me know and I'll see what | can do to help. 
Hope to see more of you around the Forums with your thoughts 
and your questions. 

Midgie 


June 23, 2010 


opgo wrote 

| saw in passing a couple of word processing programs (they 
claimed to be creative writing packages) that had as a key feature 
the ability to block all other distractions, pop ups, alerts etc. 
Monotasking packages for the creative types. 

Perhaps there is a market space opening for a blocking app for 
general use. Shutting down or unplugging is, of course out of the 
question.... 


June 23, 2010 


Yolande wrote 
Hi all 


Oooh!! | like the idea of the "real work movement" Zuni! 
Sometimes | feel so 'overloaded" that | just shut down everything 
- from the radio and tv to my laptop and cell phone - just to enjoy 
a bit of quietness. 


A while ago | was on holiday, but we had cell phone reception 
everywhere, so guess who was working all the time. During the 
last three days of our holiday we did not have reception...and 
there - for the first time during that entire holiday, did | feel like | 
was on holiday. | learnt a lesson there. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


June 22, 2010 


zuni wrote 


May, if you find that device, let all of us know. We will create a 
viral marketing campaign to espouse its benefits. We have the 
simple life movement and the real food movement. How about a 
real work movement? 


Zuni 


June 22, 2010 


mayc wrote 


how true zuni!!! Even though it is illegal where | live, | still see 
professionals texting as they drive with a hands free bluetooth in 
their ear and watching the latest corporate video on their ipad. It's 
getting insane and | agree, it's leading to attention deficit, 
inefficient work habits, and all out burnout. It's crazy and it keeps 
getting worse instead of better since each new technology that is 
introduced seems to encourage more and more of this behavior. 
What we need is a cool little device that automatically shuts all 
the other ones off for at least an hour and lets us get some real 
work done. 


May 


June 22, 2010 


zuni wrote 
Hi all, 


Multitasking is ubiquitous. | work in a telcom where the more 
gadgets you have, the cooler you are. I'm sure you've heard the 
terms Gadget Girl and Gadget Boy. In our organizational culture, if 
you aren't sporting the latest and greatest or constantly checking 
your BB, you are out of touch; gadgets are status symbols. 


What | find disturbing is the fact that we are encouraged to 
multitask; it is an accepted practice in our culture. In virtual 
learning events or on conference calls, multitasking throughout is 
considered a badge of honor, i.e., | am so busy, | need to do two 


to three things at once. Perhaps if we stopped confusing "activity" 
with effectiveness, we may lead saner lives and prevent the onset 
of adult ADHD. 

Zuni 


June 22, 2010 
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New Year’s Resolutions 


Planning for a Year of Achievement 


Are you busy making your New 
Year resolutions, or have you 
resolved never to make a New 
Year's resolution ever again? 


If the latter, you're not alone. 


Many people get demoralized 
when, year after year, they 
make resolutions that they 
keep for only a few weeks or 
maybe even just a few days. 


Make resolutions that matter to YOU. 


Why is this? After all, we all © iStockphoto/duckycards 

have the best intentions and 

the timing (new year, new start) couldn't be better. The problem may 
lie in the fact that we place a huge amount of pressure on ourselves. 
During the last week of December and the first week of January, all 
you hear is, "What're your New Year's resolutions?" "What are you 
going to work on this year?" 


And the focus is on the "what" not the "how." When you are more 
concerned with the goal you set than on the specifics of how you are 
going to accomplish it, or even whether it is realistic and achievable, 
you can set yourself up for failure. 


So if you resolve to set successful New Year resolutions, read on. Let's 
focus on how, this year, you can set yourself up for a year of 
achievement! 


New Year Resolution Mistakes 


There are two common mistakes that people tend to make before 
they even start to make their New Year resolutions: They think about 
what they "should" do, rather than what they really want to do. And 
worse they think in about what they should stop doing, rather than 
what they actually want to achieve. "What should | do this year?" 
"What should | stop doing?", "What do other people suggest | should 
work on?" 


To be successful at any change, you need to really want it. Unless you 
take time to consider what it is you really want (rather than what you 

should do or should stop doing) you will invariably end up making a 
resolution to which you are not entirely committed. 


Without commitment, you aren't motivated and after the first 
setbacks or obstacles you will quit. So the first rule of New Year 
Resolutions is only to make ones that you are committed to - don't 
make a resolution simply because it is "the thing to do", or because 
someone has told you that you should. 


The irony of it is that New Year's resolutions have the potential to be 
very powerful because making them is such a well recognized 


practice. Everyone knows that everyone else is setting resolutions. 
And what a great mutual support network that can provide! This 
external motivation and support, along with your internal motivation - 
the desire to succeed - is what can make the difference between 
success and failure. 


Eight Rules for New Year's Resolutions 


Our Eight Rules for New Year's Resolutions will help to set you up for 
success right from the start. Inevitably you will come up against 
challenges and road blocks along the way; however by planning 
ahead and following these rules, you will be better placed to 
negotiate these easily, rather than stumble and quit. 


Rule 1: Commit to Your Resolution 


Successful resolutions start with a strong commitment to make a 
change. To succeed, you must believe that you can accomplish what 
you set out to achieve, and that belief is bolstered by the unwavering 
support you give yourself. 


¢ Choose resolutions that you really want to achieve - and make 
them positive. 


e Announce your resolution to everyone around you - they will help 
hold you accountable. 


¢ Develop a ceremony to mark the beginning of your commitment 
- this makes it more "real" and special for you. 


¢ Don't leave your choice of resolution to the last minute - take 
time to think about your goals. If you don't, you risk reacting to 
your current environment and missing the big picture. 


¢ Questions to ask yourself to determine if you can take ownership 
of your resolution include: 


e ls this resolution my idea or someone else's? 
¢ Does this resolution motivate and invigorate me? 


¢ Does this resolution sit comfortably with other factors in 
my life, such as my values and long-term plans? 


e Remember that there's no reason why your New Year's resolution 
should take all year to achieve. 


Tip: 


Imagery is a powerful technique for helping you commit to your 
goals or resolutions. Try picturing yourself having attained your 
goal. How do you feel? How do you look? Where you are, what 
you're doing? How do others react to you? By visualizing yourself 
in the position you desire, you can bolster your belief that you can 
do it and strengthen your motivation. 


Rule 2: Be Realistic 


The key to achieving goals is continued motivation. If you set the bar 
too high, you risk failing, and consistently failing at something is 
profoundly de-motivating. It's no wonder that after a few dismal 


attempts some people abandon the idea of New Year's resolutions 
altogether! 


¢ Consider carefully before setting the same resolution you 
set last year. If it didn't work then, you need to make sure that 
there is a good reason to believe that you can achieve it this 
year. What has changed? (Be careful, or else you will end up with 
a repeat performance, and another failed resolution). 


¢ Aim lower, rather than too high. Aim for something that is 
challenging but that you have a good chance of accomplishing. If 
there is any doubt, err on the side of caution and expand your 
goal later if you still want to keep improving. 


¢ Don't bite off more than you can chew. There is no reason to 
set more than one or two resolutions. Any more than that and 
you divide your focus and energy and lessen your chances of 
success in any area. 


Rule 3: Write It Down 


A simple but powerful technique for making your goal real is to put 
your resolution into writing. There is something inside us that 
responds with more commitment and drive when we take the time to 
do this. Consider writing it down on pieces of card and keeping it 
where you'll see it often - on your desk, on the fridge, or in your 
wallet. 


Rule 4: Make a Plan 


This is where so many resolutions fall down. Articulating what you 
want to achieve is one thing; deciding how to do it is quite another. 
Don't miss out this step! 


e Start by envisioning where you want to be. 
e Then work back along your path to where you are today. 
e Write down all the milestones you note in between. 


¢ Decide what you will do to accomplish each of these milestones. 
You need to know each step and have a plan for what comes 
next. 


Rule 5: Be Flexible 


Not everything will work out precisely the way you planned. If you are 
too rigid in your approach to resolutions the first minor obstacle can 
throw you off your course completely. 


e When creating your plan, try to predict some challenges you will 
face - make a contingency plan for the ones that have the 
highest probability. and mentally prepare yourself for the others. 


e Realize that your resolution itself might change along the way. 
That's not failure, it's reality. As your life changes so will your 
goals, dreams, and desires. Remember Rule 1 (Commit to Your 
Resolution): If you need to make changes to the goal so you 
continue to care about it, do so. 


Tip: 


There is no fixed rule saying that a resolution must be set in 
January. If your circumstances Say it is better to wait until March, 
then do so. Resolutions and goal setting are a year round activity. 
Don't get too caught up in the New Year frenzy! 


Rule 6: Use a System of Reminders 


It's hard to keep focused on your plan when you have many other 
commitments, responsibilities, and obligations. The best way to stay 
on top of your resolution is to develop a formal reminder system. 


e Have your written down resolutions visible as many times of the 
day as possible. Leave reminders at work, at home, in the car, on 
your calendar, in your briefcase, and so on. 


e Make sure that the planned actions are on your to-do list 
(perhaps have a special section for them at the top). 


e Set up reminders in your desktop calendar or subscribe to an 
email reminder service. 


¢ Beas creative as you can to keep being reminded, and so make 
sure your goals stay in the front of your mind. 


Rule 7: Track Your Progress 


You won't know how well you are doing unless you keep track of your 
progress. This is why your detailed plan is so important. You need to 
know when each milestone in accomplished: your excitement around 
the little successes will keep you motivated and keep you pushing 
forwards. 


e Use a journal and make an entry regarding your progress 
regularly. 

e Note when you felt particularly pleased with your efforts. 

e Note when you felt down or felt like quitting - over time, look for 
common themes and decide if there is an underlying issue that 
needs to be addressed. 

e Record challenges you faced as well as things that went better 
than planned. 

e Look back at your entries on a regular basis and use your past 
experiences to shape your attitude as you move forward. 

e Ask a friend or family member to call you on pre-defined 
occasions to discuss your progress. 


Rule 8: Reward Yourself 


Although knowledge of a job well done can be reward enough, we all 
enjoy a little treat from time to time. Even the most committed 
person needs a boost and sometimes that is best accomplished 
through an external reward. 


When you are developing your plan, make a note of some milestones 
where you will reward yourself once they are achieved. But spread 


them out - you want to make sure the rewards remain special and are 
not too easy to get. 


Key Points 


New Year's resolutions can be a pain or a pleasure. The choice is 
yours. If it's a pain, you may resolve never to make a resolution 
again. So resolve to make it a pleasure! The starting point is to 
focus on something that you really want and are ready to give your 
commitment to. Do this and you'll be in a great position to stay 
motivated and be successful! 


As you plan your New Year resolutions, apply the Eight Rules to set 
yourself up for success. Also, why not share your resolutions in our 
forum, for extra support and motivation? 


Making New Year's Resolutions is just one example of goal setting, 
one of the most fundamental and powerful personal development 
techniques available. Click here © for the Mind Tools article on goal 
setting 9. 


Did you find this article helpful? > 


No 


a, 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


ap 


‘ob Print 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Rachel wrote 


Hi All 


There are two main reasons why most people abandon their New 
Year's resolutions just a few weeks into January. 


Find out what they are by clicking the link below. 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/ 
newHTE_89.php 

Best wishes 


Rachel 


December 27, 2011 


cobberas wrote 

Great, many thanks for the link Dianna, | knew there was an 
article about it in here somewhere! (and too lazy to look for it 
myself ... hence my resolution about using lists ) 

Incidentally, | wanted to add a comment to the To Do Lists article 
but there isn't a comment box or link at the bottom. Has this 
changed on the website? I'm sure | used to be able to do this!? 


Merry Xmas 
Cos 


December 30, 2009 


Dianna wrote 

Hey Cos, great resolution. One quick reminder... make sure your 
lists are prioritized: http://mindtools.com/community/pages/ar ... 
HTE_05.php Randomly checking off items won't necessarily make 
you more productive despite the satisfaction of the tick-mark. 
Cheers and Happy New Year! 


Dianna 


December 29, 2009 


cobberas wrote 
| don't usually make these, but here's mine for the year: 


I'm going to start using To-Do / Tah-Dah lists again, one for work 
tasks and another for personal tasks. 


Cos 


December 29, 2009 


Rachel wrote 


Hi all! 


There are two main reasons why most people abandon their New 
Year's resolutions just a few weeks into January. 


Find out what they are by clicking the link below. 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/page ... HTE_89.php 


Best wishes 
Rachel 


December 28, 2009 
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Organizing Disorganized People 


Motivating Your Team to Change 


Imagine this scenario: After a 
week of hard work, you send an 
important report to your 
colleague. 


His task is to edit the wording 
and make a few key decisions 
to finalize some of the content. 


The deadline is still three 
weeks away, but you hope he'll 
finish it early because you'll 
have more work to do once he 
gives you his input. 


Do you work with disorganized people? 


© iStockphoto/SilviaJansen 


Your colleague, however, delays making the changes. 


After numerous reminders from you, he sends it back the day before 
your deadline. This means that you have to rush to complete your 
final changes in time. 


His delay has caused you some serious stress, and it's not the first 
time that this has happened. 


Working with disorganized people can be a stressful experience, 
especially when it starts impacting your own productivity. But what 
can you do about it? Is it your responsibility to help them get 
organized? If yes, how do you do it tactfully? 


In this article, we'll look at how to help other people get organized. 
Whether they're colleagues, team members, or even your manager, 
we'll explore strategies to help you to help them. 


Finding the Cause 


Before you begin looking for solutions, take time to discover why they 
are disorganized. Ask the following questions: 


e Do they understand why it's important to be organized? 


¢ Do they feel that organizing isn't important? If so, they could be 
habitually disorganized. Perhaps they don't see their 
disorganization as a problem for themselves, so they believe it 
isn't a problem for anyone else. You'll need to make them aware 
of how their disorganization impacts you. 


e Are they going through situational disorganization? This occurs 
when a person experiences a traumatic or one-time situation or 
event. For example, a new job or promotion, divorce, death of a 
family member, or time-consuming project can all cause sudden 
disorganization. 


¢ Do they "thrive" on their disorganization? Some people sub- 
consciously create chaos and “artificial emergencies" to keep 
themselves interested in what they're doing. They feel that they 


work best under tight deadlines, and they may even get an 
"adrenaline buzz" from them. 


Do they have a medical condition that can cause moderate to 
severe disorganization? Depression, bipolar disorder, attention 
deficit disorder (ADD), or even a long-term illness could be a 
cause. If you suspect that someone has a medical condition that 
isn't being treated, talk to the person about seeking medical 
help. 


Once you've identified why you think the individual is disorganized, 
try some of the strategies below to help. 


Lack of Knowledge 


If people don't know about being organized, or why they should 
bother to be more organized, this could be a fairly easy fix. 


Express your concerns - Start by letting them know that you're 
concerned about their disorganization. You want to see them 
succeed, but you believe that their disorganization will hold them 
back. 


Focus on the benefits of organization - Your colleagues 
might not want to invest the time or effort to change, so make 
sure you stress the benefits of organization. Let them know 
they'll likely have less stress, more time, and higher productivity 
if they spend the time now to get organized. Also, being 
organized can open the doors to some great opportunities in the 
future. 


Tip: 


Point colleagues to our article How to Be Organized ®. This is a 
comprehensive guide to getting organized at work, and it might be 
all they need to make some positive changes in their lives. 


Lack of Motivation 


If you suspect that a person is simply unmotivated © to get 
organized, then you need to make them realize how much their 
chaotic work style affects you and others. 


Make it clear that the disorganization is causing you 

stress - Mention specific examples from past situations where 
their disorganization impacted you in a negative way. Knowing 
how their actions affect you may motivate © them to change. 


Explain the benefits of organization as it relates to them - 
For instance, if your colleague always submits his projects late, 
then let him know that this reflects poorly on him professionally. 
If he ever wants a promotion or increased responsibilities, he 
must get organized. 


Find out why they're unmotivated - For example, perhaps 
you need a statistics report from your colleague on the 15th of 
every month, and she never submits the report on time. Once 
you start asking her about it, she tells you that she hates doing 
the report because she doesn't feel confident about statistics, so 


she regularly delays working on it. Some extra training might be 
all that's needed to give her the knowledge she needs to feel 
comfortable doing this task on time. 


¢ Discipline, if necessary - If you manage people whose 
disorganization impacts their performance - and coaching or 
training does not lead to improvement - you might need to take 
disciplinary action 9. 


Organizing Your Manager 


When it's your manger who's disorganized, the situation can be 
difficult. 


It's tempting to just do key tasks for them to save yourself the stress 
caused by their disorganization. If you're their personal assistant, or if 
you were hired specifically for your organizational skills, this may be 
fine. 


However, if this isn't your job, then doing the work for your manager 
only adds to your current workload and stress level. It also may 
motivate them to continue with their disorganized habits. 


So what can you do? 


Start by bringing the issue to your manager's attention. Perhaps they 
truly don't realize that their bad habits have a negative effect on you 
and the rest of the team. 


You can also help your manager get organized by putting in place 
some of these systems that make communication and work easier: 


e Use color-coded files - These help organize work that's 
transferred between people. For instance, put items that are 
urgent in red folders, items that need signatures in green folders, 
items that need reviewing in blue folders, and so on. If 
everything goes into the same type of folder, important things 
and unimportant things are mixed together. But a color-coded 
system helps your manager to remember what action they needs 
to take on each item. 


e Use descriptive subject lines in emails - When you send 
emails to your manager, make sure the subject line 
communicates essential information that can be easily identified 
later. Remember, the subject line is just like a headline! It must 
communicate crucial information and grab attention. 


For more information on writing strategic subject lines, see our 
article Writing Effective Emails ©. (Consider asking if it would 
be helpful to put "please do by" dates in the subject lines - your 
manager may find this useful!) 


¢ Limit choices - Many disorganized people have a tough time 
making decisions. If this is the case with your manager, then limit 
their choices so that decisions are easier. For instance, if they're 
going to travel to a conference, don't list six potential hotels. 
Instead, list three hotels that you think are best. Limiting choices 
helps people feel less overwhelmed and better able to cope with 
making a decision. 


More Tips for Organizing 


Sometimes, a few small changes in your own working style make a 
big difference when working with a disorganized co-worker or 
manager. Try these tips: 


e Package information together - If you send a series of 
separate emails, on the same subject and over several days, 
these can easily get lost or separated from each other. But if you 
combine essential information in one document (either electronic 
or on paper), it's easier to keep that information together. 


e Schedule accordingly - Consider people's levels of 
disorganization when you schedule things. This means that if you 
need something from them, ask for it as soon as you know you 
need it. Allow yourself plenty of time whenever you're depending 
on them for anything, and set early deadlines for delivery of work 
to allow for their disorganization. 


¢ Bring in an expert on organization - A great speaker can 
make your team members realize why they need to get 
organized, and give them strategies to take action. 


e Set organization goals - If you manage disorganized people, it 
could be helpful to set organization goals as performance 
targets ©. Let them know that you'll measure their efforts at 
their next performance appraisal. 


¢ Praise efforts - Any time you see your colleagues making 
progress, make sure you praise their efforts, no matter how 
small. If you let them know how their efforts to get organized are 
helping, you might keep them motivated to continue. 


Key Points 


Working with disorganized colleagues, team members, or 
managers can be stressful, especially when their bad habits affect 
your schedule. Find out why people are disorganized to help you 
decide how to approach the situation. 


If lack of knowledge is the issue, then educate them about the 
benefits of getting organized. If motivation's the problem, show 
how their disorganization affects you and the rest of the team. You 
can also help them by using strong subject lines and combining 
information in emails, allowing for extra time, and bringing in an 
organization expert to coach the group. 


Did you find this article helpful? > 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Yolande wrote 
Hi mariewi 


Welcome to the forums - it's great to see you posting! What a 
great saying that everything in your house has a home. 
Something | love about the forums is that we get to share such 
simple but effective ideas. We hope to see you round often and 
please let me know if there is anything we can do for you. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


September 3, 2010 


mariewi wrote 
Hi guys, 


| love all your advice. | have learnt a great deal from it. | myself 
have and at time still am unorganised. | have worked with a 
system that worked for me. It was the system that you only 
handle items once and only once. When you have the item in your 
hand you stay conscious of that item and do not allow yourself to 
put that item down until it is in it's proper place. | attempt to live 
by the rule that everything in my house has a home. 


September 2, 2010 


Yolande wrote 


Don't we know the ‘disorganized colleague’ all too well!! 
(Especially the one who thinks that he IS organized, until you start 
looking for something.) Something that has worked well for me 
was to tell a colleague "I also used to struggle with organizing, but 
since I've been doint XYZ, it's a lot easier." By sharing something 


that has worked for you, you may help them to see that it could 
make their life easier as well. 


If you have a system that works particularly well, please feel free 
to share it with us. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


August 18, 2010 
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Overcoming Procrastination 
Manage Your Time. Get It All Done. 


If you've found yourself 
putting off important 
tasks over and over 
again, you’re not alone. 
In fact, many people 
procrastinate to some 
degree - but some are so Flash 
chronically affected by 
procrastination that it 
stops them fulfilling their 
potential and disrupts 
their careers. 


The key to controlling this Stop procrastinating 

destructive habit is to with James Manktelow & Amy Carlson. 
recognize when you start 

procrastinating, understand why it happens (even to the best of us), 
and take active steps to manage your time and outcomes better. 


What Is Procrastination? 


In a nutshell, you procrastinate when you put off things that you 
should be focusing on right now, usually in favor of doing something 
that is more enjoyable or that you’re more comfortable doing. 


According to psychologist Professor Clarry Lay, a prominent writer on 
procrastination, procrastination occurs when there’s “a temporal gap 
between intended behavior and enacted behavior.” That is, 
procrastination is occurring when there’s a significant time period 
between when people intend to do a job, and when they actually do 
it. 


How to Overcome Procrastination 


Follow these steps to deal with and control procrastination: 


Step 1: Recognize That You're Procrastinating 


If you're honest with yourself, you probably know when you're 
procrastinating. But to be sure, take our Are You a Procrastinator? 
© self test. 


Here are some useful indicators that will help you know when you're 
procrastinating: 
e Filling your day with low priority tasks from your To Do List. 


e Reading e-mails several times without starting work on them or 
deciding what you’re going to do with them. 


e Sitting down to start a high-priority task, and almost immediately 
going off to make a cup of coffee. 


e Leaving an item on your To Do list for a long time, even though 
you know it's important. 


e Regularly saying "Yes" to unimportant tasks that others ask you 
to do, and filling your time with these instead of getting on with 
the important tasks already on your list. 


e Waiting for the “right mood” or the “right time” to tackle the 
important task at hand. 


Notes: 


Putting off an unimportant task isn't necessarily procrastination: it 
may just be good prioritization! 


Putting off an important task for a short period because you're 
feeling particularly tired isn’t necessarily procrastination either, so 
long as you don’t delay starting the task for more than a day or so, 
and this is only an occasional event. If you have a genuine good 
reason for rescheduling something important, then you’re not 
necessarily procrastinating. But if you’re simply “making an 
excuse” because you really just don’t want to do it, then you are. 


In his 1986 article “At Last, My Research Article on 
Procrastination”, published in the Journal of Research on 
Personality, Lay noted that procrastinatory behavior is 
independent of need for achievement, energy, or self-esteem. In 
other words, you may be a procrastinator even if you’re confident 
in your own abilities, energetic, and enjoy achieving things. 


Step 2: Work Out WHY You're Procrastinating 


Why you procrastinate can depend on both you and the task. But it's 
important to understand which of the two is relevant in a given 
situation, so that you can select the best approach for overcoming 
your reluctance to get going. 


One reason for procrastination is that people find a particular job 
unpleasant, and try to avoid it because of that. Most jobs have 
unpleasant or boring aspects to them, and often the best way of 
dealing with these is to get them over and done with quickly, so that 
you can focus on the more enjoyable aspects of the job. 


Another cause is that people are disorganized. Organized people 
manage to fend of the temptation to procrastinate, because they will 
have things like prioritized to-do lists @ and schedules © which 
emphasize how important the piece work is, and identify precisely 
when it’s due. They'll also have planned how long a task will take to 
do, and will have worked back from that point to identify when they 
need to get started in order to avoid it being late. Organized people 
are also better placed to avoid procrastination, because they know 
how to break the work down into manageable “next steps”. 


Even if you're organized, you can feel overwhelmed by the task. 
You may doubt that you have the skills or resources you think you 
need, so you seek comfort in doing tasks you know you're capable of 
completing. Unfortunately, the big task isn't going to go away - truly 
important tasks rarely do. You may also fear success as much as 
failure. For example, you may think that success will lead to you being 


swamped with more requests to do this type of task, or that you'll be 
pushed to take on things that you feel are beyond you. 


Surprisingly, perfectionists are often procrastinators, as they can 
tend to think "I don't have the right skills or resources to do this 
perfectly now, so | won't do it at all." 


One final major cause of procrastination is having underdeveloped 
decision-making skills. If you simply can’t decide what to do, 
you're likely to put off taking action in case you do the wrong thing. 


Step 3: Adopt Anti-Procrastination Strategies 


Procrastination is a habit - a deeply ingrained pattern of behavior. 
That means that you won't just break it overnight. Habits only stop 
being habits when you have persistently stopped practising them, 
SO use aS Many approaches as possible to maximize your chances of 
beating procrastination. Some tips will work better for some people 
than for others, and for some tasks than others. And, sometimes, you 
may simply need to try a fresh approach to beat the “procrastination 
peril”! 


These general tips will help motivate you to get moving: 


e Make up your own rewards. For example, promise yourself a 
piece of tasty flapjack at lunchtime if you've completed a certain 
task. And make sure you notice how good it feels to finish things! 


e Ask someone else to check up on you. Peer pressure works! This 
is the principle behind slimming and other self-help groups, and it 
is widely recognized as a highly effective approach. 


e Identify the unpleasant consequences of NOT doing the task. 


¢ Work out the cost of your time © to your employer. As your 
employers are paying you to do the things that they think are 
important, you're not delivering value for money if you're not 
doing those things. Shame yourself into getting going! 


« Aim to “eat an elephant beetle” first thing, every day! 


If you're pocrastinating because you're disorganized, here's how to 
get organized! 


* Keep a To-Do list © so that you can’t “conveniently” forget 
about unpleasant or overwhelming tasks. 


¢ Use an Urgent/Important Matrix © to help prioritize your to-do 
list so that you can’t try to kid yourself that it would be 
acceptable to put off doing something on the grounds that it’s 
unimportant, or that you have many urgent things which ought 
to be done first when, in reality, you're procrastinating. 


* Become a master of scheduling © and project planning, so 
that you know when to start those all-important projects. 

e Set yourself time-bound goals @: that way, you'll have no time 
for procrastination! 


e Focus on one task at a time. 
If you're putting off starting a project because you find it 


overwhelming, you need to take a different approach. Here are 
some tips: 


If 


Break the project into a set of smaller, more manageable tasks. 
You may find it helpful to create an action plan ©. 


Start with some quick, small tasks if you can, even if these aren't 
the logical first actions. You'll feel that you're achieving things, 
and so perhaps the whole project won't be so overwhelming after 
all. 


you're procrastinating because you find the task unpleasant: 
Many procrastinators overestimate the unpleasantness of a task. 
So give it a try! You may find that it’s not as bad as you thought! 


Hold the unpleasant consequences of not doing the work at the 
front of your mind. 


Reward yourself for doing the task. 


Finally, if you’re procrastinating because you can’t decide what 
action to take, and are putting off making a decision because you’re 
nervous about making the wrong choice, see our decision-making 
section. This teaches a range of powerful and effective decision- 
making techniques. 


Remember: the longer you can spend without procrastinating, the 
greater your chances of breaking this destructive habit for good! 


Key Points 


To have a good chance of conquering procrastination, you need to 
spot straight away that you're doing it. Then, you need to identify 
why you're procrastinating and taken appropriate steps to 
overcome the block. 


Did you find this article helpful? » 
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Where to go from here: Next article 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


mayc wrote 


Hi dlmogg, 

From personal experience what | found significant was to set very 
small and achievable goals that | was able to accomplish on a 
daily basis. As | experienced success getting the work done it was 
motivating and | started to feel that | really could manage my 
time effectively. What also helped was the Action Program tool 
that | learned here. Basically what you do is catalog your projects 
and list all the tasks (in a prioritized sequence) that need to be 
completed to complete each one. Then you bring forward the 
tasks that you need to complete that day and you have a to do list 
that is already prioritized and you set yourself up to complete all 
the tasks that day. | think if you type action program into the 
search bar you'll find the tool and you can read all about it. | 
strongly suggest you check it out. It was one of the most powerful 
tools I've encountered and it helped stop my procrastinating ways. 
| do still slip up every now and then but now | am confident | can 
get back on track quickly! 


May 


March 21, 2012 


MichaelP wrote 
dimogg, hi 


in the article: http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/ 
newHTE_96.php 


what have you tried - or what have delayed trying - or... 


Having perfected the art of procrastination you now need to 
perfect the art of decision making - starting today - right now. 


How can we help? cheers. 


March 20, 2012 


dimogg wrote 


I'm a perfectionist procastinator - how do | overcome my 
procastination? 


March 20, 2012 


MichaelP wrote 

monny, this is a great tip and | am sure will help others. 

Getting rid of the clutter on your desk will often as for you reduce 
the distraction and cluttering your mind, allowing you to focus 
anew and embark on a new project. 


tks for sharing - Michael 


August 8, 2011 


monny11 wrote 


This is an interesting topic. One thing | tend to do when | am faced 
with a big task or have a lot to do is to take a bit of time out and 
tidy my desk up and get rid of excess paper. | guess this could be 
seen as some form of procrastination but it actually helps me get 
focused and sort of de-stresses me. | am one of these people that 
cannot work with clutter around me! 

| guess it is important to get a balance here. 


August 8, 2011 


Helena wrote 


Hee, hee blackgold. | can see you'll be fun to have around in the 
forums! Welcome to the Club. 


Helena 


February 24, 2010 


black_gold wrote 
...I'll get back to you later, after | read the article..... 


February 24, 2010 


mayc wrote 


Great refresher - | really like these featured favorites as they get 
me reading stuff | may have missed or need to be reminded of. 


The best tip for me in this article is the one about identifying the 
unpleasant consequences of not doing the tasks. | actually make 
myself write out what will happen if | keep putting something off. 
Just thinking about these things is often enough to get me started. 
Once | do even a small amount of work on the task it becomes 
much easier to complete. It's like I've surrendered to the project 
and have no other option but to get it done. 


May 


March 26, 2008 


Helena wrote 

Hi Everyone 

We've chosen this article to be our Featured Favorite today 
because procrastinating is such a perennial problem! When we 
procrastinate, we don't achieve the things we need to, but we also 
get away from the habit of handling our To Do list on a strictly 
prioritized basis. And once we start doing that, it's a slippery slope 
to ineffective and inefficient working. 


So make sure that you avoid all this by following our three-step 
process for overcoming procrastination. 


And let us know about YOUR procrastination-beating experiences 
here! 


Best wishes 
Helena 
March 25, 2008 
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Personal Goal Setting 


Planning to Live Your Life Your Way 


Many people feel as if 
they're adrift in the world. 
They work hard, but they 
don't seem to get 
anywhere worthwhile. 


A key reason that they Flash 


feel this way is that they 
haven't spent enough 
time thinking about what 
they want from life, and 
haven't set themselves 
formal goals. After all, 
would you set out ona 
major journey with no real idea of your destination? Probably not! 


Set powerful goals with James Manktelow & Amy Carlson. 


Goal setting is a powerful process for thinking about your ideal future, 
and for motivating yourself to turn your vision of this future into 
reality. 


The process of setting goals helps you choose where you want to go 
in life. By knowing precisely what you want to achieve, you know 
where you have to concentrate your efforts. You'll also quickly spot 
the distractions that can, so easily, lead you astray. 


Why Set Goals? 


Goal setting is used by top-level athletes, successful business-people 
and achievers in all fields. Setting goals gives you long-term vision 
and short-term motivation ©. It focuses your acquisition of 
knowledge, and helps you to organize your time and your resources 
so that you can make the very most of your life. 


By setting sharp, clearly defined goals, you can measure and take 
pride in the achievement of those goals, and you'll see forward 
progress in what might previously have seemed a long pointless 
grind. You will also raise your self-confidence ©, as you recognize 
your own ability and competence in achieving the goals that you've 
set. 


Starting to Set Personal Goals 
You set your goals on a number of levels: 


e First you create your "big picture" of what you want to do with 
your life (or over, say, the next 10 years), and identify the large- 
scale goals that you want to achieve. 


e Then, you break these down into the smaller and smaller targets 
that you must hit to reach your lifetime goals. 


e Finally, once you have your plan, you start working on it to 
achieve these goals. 


This is why we start the process of goal setting by looking at your 
lifetime goals. Then, we work down to the things that you can do in, 
say, the next five years, then next year, next month, next week, and 
today, to start moving towards them. 


Step 1: Setting Lifetime Goals 


The first step in setting personal goals is to consider what you want to 
achieve in your lifetime (or at least, by a significant and distant age in 
the future). Setting lifetime goals gives you the overall perspective 
that shapes all other aspects of your decision making. 


To give a broad, balanced coverage of all important areas in your life, 
try to set goals in some of the following categories (or in other 
categories of your own, where these are important to you): 


e¢ Career - What level do you want to reach in your career, or what 
do you want to achieve? 


e Financial - How much do you want to earn, by what stage? How 
is this related to your career goals? 


e¢ Education - Is there any knowledge you want to acquire in 
particular? What information and skills will you need to have in 
order to achieve other goals? 


¢ Family - Do you want to be a parent? If so, how are you going to 
be a good parent? How do you want to be seen by a partner or 
by members of your extended family? 


e Artistic - Do you want to achieve any artistic goals? 


e Attitude - Is any part of your mindset holding you back? Is there 
any part of the way that you behave that upsets you? (If so, set a 
goal to improve your behavior or find a solution to the problem.) 


e Physical - Are there any athletic goals that you want to achieve, 
or do you want good health deep into old age? What steps are 
you going to take to achieve this? 


e Pleasure - How do you want to enjoy yourself? (You should 
ensure that some of your life is for you!) 


e Public Service - Do you want to make the world a better place? 
If so, how? 


Spend some time brainstorming © these things, and then select one 
or more goals in each category that best reflect what you want to do. 
Then consider trimming again so that you have a small number of 
really significant goals that you can focus on. 


As you do this, make sure that the goals that you have set are ones 
that you genuinely want to achieve, not ones that your parents, 
family, or employers might want. (If you have a partner, you probably 
want to consider what he or she wants - however, make sure that you 
also remain true to yourself!) 


Tip: 


You may also want to read our article on Personal Mission 
Statements ©. Crafting a personal mission statement can help 
bring your most important goals into sharp focus. 


Step 2: Setting Smaller Goals 


Once you have set your lifetime goals, set a five-year plan of smaller 
goals that you need to complete if you are to reach your lifetime plan. 


Then create a one-year plan, six-month plan, and a one-month plan of 
progressively smaller goals that you should reach to achieve your 
lifetime goals. Each of these should be based on the previous plan. 


Then create a daily To-Do List © of things that you should do today 
to work towards your lifetime goals. 


At an early stage, your smaller goals might be to read books and 
gather information on the achievement of your higher level goals. 
This will help you to improve the quality and realism of your goal 
setting. 


Finally review your plans, and make sure that they fit the way in 
which you want to live your life. 


Tip: 


If you feel that you're not paying enough attention to certain areas 
of your life, you'll find our articles on The Wheel of Life @ and 
the Life/Career Rainbow © useful. 


Staying on Course 


Once you've decided on your first set of goals, keep the process going 
by reviewing and updating your To-Do List on a daily basis. 


Periodically review the longer term plans, and modify them to reflect 
your changing priorities and experience. (A good way of doing this is 
to schedule regular, repeating reviews using a computer-based diary.) 


SMART Goals 


A useful way of making goals more powerful is to use the SMART 
mnemonic. While there are plenty of variants (some of which we've 
included in parenthesis), SMART usually stands for: 

e § - Specific (or Significant). 

e M - Measurable (or Meaningful). 

¢ A - Attainable (or Action-Oriented). 

e R- Relevant (or Rewarding). 

¢ T- Time-bound (or Trackable). 

For example, instead of having "to sail around the world" as a goal, 
it's more powerful to say "To have completed my trip around the 


world by December 31, 2015." Obviously, this will only be attainable if 
a lot of preparation has been completed beforehand! 


Further Goal Setting Tips 


The following broad guidelines will help you to set effective, 
achievable goals: 


State each goal as a positive statement - Express your 
goals positively - "Execute this technique well" is a much better 
goal than "Don't make this stupid mistake." 


Be precise: Set precise goals, putting in dates, times and 
amounts so that you can measure achievement. If you do this, 
you'll know exactly when you have achieved the goal, and can 
take complete satisfaction from having achieved it. 


Set priorities - When you have several goals, give each a 
priority. This helps you to avoid feeling overwhelmed by having 
too many goals, and helps to direct your attention to the most 
important ones. 


Write goals down - This crystallizes them and gives them more 
force. 


Keep operational goals small - Keep the low-level goals that 
you're working towards small and achievable. If a goal is too 
large, then it can seem that you are not making progress towards 
it. Keeping goals small and incremental gives more opportunities 
for reward. 


Set performance goals, not outcome goals - You should take 
care to set goals over which you have as much control as 
possible. It can be quite dispiriting to fail to achieve a personal 
goal for reasons beyond your control! 


In business, these reasons could be bad business environments 
or unexpected effects of government policy. In sport, they could 
include poor judging, bad weather, injury, or just plain bad luck. 


If you base your goals on personal performance, then you can 
keep control over the achievement of your goals, and draw 
satisfaction from them. 


Set realistic goals - It's important to set goals that you can 
achieve. All sorts of people (for example, employers, parents, 
media, or society) can set unrealistic goals for you. They will 

often do this in ignorance of your own desires and ambitions. 


It's also possible to set goals that are too difficult because you 
might not appreciate either the obstacles in the way, or 
understand quite how much skill you need to develop to achieve 
a particular level of performance. 


Achieving Goals 


When you've achieved a goal, take the time to enjoy the satisfaction 
of having done so. Absorb the implications of the goal achievement, 
and observe the progress that you've made towards other goals. 


If the goal was a significant one, reward yourself appropriately. All of 
this helps you build the self-confidence you deserve. 


With the experience of having achieved this goal, review the rest of 
your goal plans: 


e If you achieved the goal too easily, make your next goal harder. 


e If the goal took a dispiriting length of time to achieve, make the 
next goal a little easier. 


e If you learned something that would lead you to change other 
goals, do so. 


e If you noticed a deficit in your skills despite achieving the goal, 
decide whether to set goals to fix this. 


Tip 1: 


Our article, Golden Rules of Goal Setting ©, will show you how 
to set yourself up for success when it comes to your goals. If 
you're still having trouble, you might also want to try Backward 
Goal Setting 9. 


Tip 2: 


It's important to remember that failing to meet goals does not 
matter much, just as long as you learn from the experience. 


Feed lessons learned back into your goal setting. Remember too that 
your goals will change as time goes on. Adjust them regularly to 
reflect growth in your knowledge and experience, and if goals do not 
hold any attraction any longer, consider letting them go. 


Goal Setting Example 


For her New Year's Resolution, Susan has decided to think about what 
she really wants to do with her life. 


Her lifetime goals are as follows: 
e Career - "To be managing editor of the magazine that | work 
for." 


e Artistic - "To keep working on my illustration skills. Ultimately | 
want to have my own show in our downtown gallery." 


e Physical - "To run a marathon." 


Now that Susan has listed her lifetime goals, she then breaks down 
each one into smaller, more manageable goals. 


Let's take a closer look at how she might break down her lifetime 
career goal - becoming managing editor of her magazine: 
e Five-year goal: "Become deputy editor." 


¢ One-year goal: "Volunteer for projects that the current 
Managing Editor is heading up." 


e Six-month goal: "Go back to school and finish my journalism 
degree." 


¢ One-month goal: "Talk to the current managing editor to 
determine what skills are needed to do the job." 


e One-week goal: "Book the meeting with the Managing Editor." 


As you can see from this example, breaking big goals down into 
smaller, more manageable goals makes it far easier to see how the 
goal will get accomplished. 


Tip: 


A good way of getting going with this is to use the Mind Tools Life 
Plan Workbook. Supported by worksheets and advice, this guides 
you through a simple 5-step process for setting your life goals, and 
for organizing yourself for success. 


Key Points 


Goal setting is an important method of: 
¢ Deciding what you want to achieve in your life. 


e Separating what's important from what's irrelevant, ora 
distraction. 


e Motivating yourself. 
e Building your self-confidence, based on successful 
achievement of goals. 


Set your lifetime goals first. Then, set a five-year plan of smaller 
goals that you need to complete if you are to reach your lifetime 
plan. Keep the process going by regularly reviewing and updating 
your goals. And remember to take time to enjoy the satisfaction of 
achieving your goals when you do so. 


If you don't already set goals, do so, starting now. As you make 
this technique part of your life, you'll find your career accelerating, 
and you'll wonder how you did without it! 


More Goal setting resources from Mind Tools: 


* Goal Setting Main Page 

¢ Personal Goal Setting 9 

¢ Locke's Goal Setting Theory © 

* Golden Rules of Goal Setting © 

¢ Backward Goal Setting © 

¢ Making New Year Resolutions 9 

¢ Using Well-Formed Outcomes in Goal Setting 9 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Jess, 

It's great to hear from you! | wish you the very best with your 
journey and look forward to hearing how you progress and helping 
you where | can. The forums are a great way to supplement your 
learning - ask questions, participate in discussions, share your 
opinion, and connect with the community. You will have fun while 
you learn and develop your skills. 


Let us know what we can help you with! 


Best! 
Dianna 


July 16, 2013 


jessOlrod wrote 


| am new here, | am a 24 year old woman looking to build on my 
carrer as well improve myself in different ways. | look forward to 
this beautiful journey of change. Today wad my first step and that 
first step was joining " Mind Tools Club " ! 


July 15, 2013 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Wendy, 

I'm happy to be a source of accountability!! Try out some of the 
tools and check and back in in a few days. This is what makes 
Mind Tools so valuable so please use us for the inspiration and 
motivation you need. 


Best! !!! 
Dianna 


May 13, 2013 


Wendy_010 wrote 


thanks Dianna. | might visualise you checking up on me! Seriously 
| appreciate the direction. I'll give it a go. 


May 10, 2013 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Wendy, 

All is not lost... and trust me there are many people who have the 
exact same problem with self motivation. If you aren't naturally 
self motivated it's tough to figure out how to kick start yourself. 
We have some great tools that | think will have more than a few 
strategies that resonate with you and inspire you. Here are the 
links: 


Motivating Yourself: http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/ 
article/nNewHTE_74.php 

Self Discipline: http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/ 
article/self-discipline.php 


We also have a Bite Sized Training session on self motivation: 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/Bite-SizedTraining/ 
GetMotivated.php 


And in case you were wondering how self motivated (or not!) you 
actually are, we have a self assessment quiz with links to more 
tools to help you out. Here is the link for the quiz: 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/ 
newLDR_57.php 


These are some places to start your quest toward self motivation. 
Keep checking into the forums as well and maybe start a goal 


setting thread on your goal to become more self motivated. It's a 
great way to stay accountable and get ongoing support. You can 
start your own thread here: viewforum.php?f=11 


| Know you can do it!! What do you think? 
Dianna 


May 9, 2013 


Wendy_010 wrote 


| hate to sound pathetic but any ideas on motivation. Its my 
biggest problem, particularly in my personal life. Work motivation 
comes from knowing | have to do a job or be in bother! Personal 
motivation | find really difficult. | can set goals to my hearts 
content and then happily ignore them. | do feel its a personal 
failing of mine and would love to know how to get around it. | do 
find that having to answer to someone helps? 


May 8, 2013 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Dave, 

It's great to hear that you will be reviewing your goals for the 
year, before the end of the year! A great practice to have to 
ensure you stay on track ... or rather refocus after you may have 
taken a bit of a detour! 


Regarding maintaining focus and minimizing distractions ... one of 
the things that | am learning and practicing these days is simply 
... to keep it simple! | have a tendency to get involved in many 
different things and some great ideas and projects come my way. 
I'm always eager to jump in, get involved and contribute. Yet, in 
the end, | feel stressed and strained because | have to much to do 
and not enough time. 


It is still hard for me to say no, and say things like ... it's a great 
idea and I'd love to run with it, however at the moment, | can't 
take it on. | am learning! 


What | am currently doing each week is | am refocusing on my 
priority project (currently my book on peak performance!) and 
what actions | intend to take. Definitely is working for me to keep 
my stress levels down, keep me on track and keep me progressing 
with things! 


Could any of those approaches work for you? 
Midgie 


October 18, 2012 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Dave, 

| agree that we are more inundated with outside distractions in 
our plugged in/social media fuelled world and that makes it more 
and more important to set goals so that we don't find ourselves 
flapping in the wind and just getting by from day to day. Regular 
monitoring and reflecting is key to keeping your momentum 
strong as is making sure you include goal activities in your 
schedule. | like to do this on a quarterly basis so my goals remain 
fresh and relevant and it gives me an opportunity to celebrate 
what | have accomplished and give myself a much-needed pat on 
the back. 


I'm glad this article served as a reminder to keep goal setting in 
the forefront. We can all use those! 


Dianna 


October 16, 2012 


daveastrol10 wrote 


| think this is one of the most important areas in one's life. | know 
from my experience setting goals gives me direction and 
motivation. | also believe that had | not had the vision and the 
setting of goals | would most likely not had achieved so much in 
my Career. 


However having said that | find it increasingly difficult to maintain 
focus and keep out distractions - mainly | think there are so many 
things to be involved in the past few years due to technology and 
the ever increasing pace of daily life. 


Thanks for the article. In the next couple of months | plan to 
reflect on the past year and revisit my long term goals. 


October 16, 2012 
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Personal Mission Statements 


Defining Your Goals 


One of the most important 

things that corporate leaders 

do is define their organization's 

purpose, and identify what they 

ultimately want it to 

accomplish. They communicate 

this information in corporate 

mission and vision 

statements ©. These set a 

clear course for the 

organization, tell employees 

how they should focus their You can achieve your goals in a focused way by 
efforts, and prevent people writing a personal mission statement. 


¥ 4 a ts Pf © iStockphoto/StuartDuncanSmith 
going "off mission". 


If mission and vision statements are so important to organizations, 
why don't we spend any time creating them for ourselves? 


In this article, we'll look at the benefits of creating personal mission 
and vision statements. We'll show you how to create them, and 
highlight how you can use them to bring clarity to your own 
objectives and goals. 


Why Create Mission and Vision Statements? 


All of us have very different ideas about success. What's important, 
however, is that you spend time defining your version of success. 
Otherwise, how will you understand what you should be working 
toward, and how will you know if your decisions are helping you move 
toward your goals? 


Used as part of your personal approach to goal setting &, mission 
and vision statements are useful for bringing sharp focus to your most 
important goal, and for helping you to quickly identify which 
opportunities you should pursue. 


Shaping this goal into a mission statement helps you keep it at the 
front of your mind, and helps you focus your energy and resources 
upon it. Without this focus, you can be distracted, or you can spread 
your effort too thinly across multiple competing goals. 


Note: 


By creating a personal mission statement, you make one of your 
personal goals supremely important. This gives you the best 
possible chance of achieving it, which is essential for some types 
of goal. However, if you focus exclusively on one goal, you'll 
inevitably have to de-emphasize others. Make sure that you're 
happy to do this, and make sure that people who are important to 
you don't suffer as a consequence. 


Mission Versus Vision 


So, what's the difference between a mission statement and a vision 
statement? 


« Mission statement - This defines your purpose. It's what you 
ultimately want to achieve in your life or career, expressed in a 
specific, measurable way. 


¢ Vision statement - This is a bit more emotional. Here, you 
define your core values, and how you'll apply those values to 
your mission. 


Tip: 


As your career develops, your goals and objectives are likely to 
change too. So make sure you revisit your mission and vision 
statements regularly, and update them as required. 


Creating Mission Statements 
Follow these steps to create your mission statement: 


1. Identify what you do best - Your unique strengths will likely 
point to what you would like to do most with your life and career. 
Our Bite-Sized Training session Finding Your Unique 
Strengths © will help you discover your strengths. 


2. Think about what success means to you - If you get stuck, 
make a list of past accomplishments that really made you feel as 
if you did something worthwhile. Your aim is to create a short list 
of measurements to help you track your progress. 


3. Identify your personal goals - Take the time to explore what 
you might want to do with your life and career, and then narrow 
down to the goals you most want to pursue, across the full range 
of life areas. Our article on Goal Setting © will help you do this. 


4. Combine the first three steps - Look at your goals, your 
unique strengths and your idea of success, and then identify the 
one goal that you most want to achieve. Make sure that the goal 
is expressed in SMART @ format, and that it's expressed in as 
powerful and motivating a way as possible. 


5. Keep refining - Edit and perfect the words until you have a 
clear, concise statement that identifies your ideas, and how you'll 
measure the results. 


Mission Statement Example 


Using her USP Analysis, Kara has identified several unique strengths. 
She's creative, a great problem solver, and always maintains a 
positive outlook that helps inspire her team, even on difficult projects. 
To her, success means working in a challenging, creative role, and 
receiving a salary that she feels is fair and based on her 
accomplishments. Her most important goal is to become a member of 
her company's senior management team within the next seven years. 


Kara's mission statement is this: 


My mission is to become a member of the company's 
senior executive team by December 31, 2017, by 
empowering internal teams, and helping them solve 
challenging problems in a creative and successful way. In 
this role, | want to feel that I'm valued, and my salary and 
benefits will show this. 


_ Creating Vision Statements 


Now that you've created your mission statement, move on to your 
vision statement: 


1. Identify the humanistic side of your mission - Look carefully 
at the mission statement that you just created. What is most 
fulfilling about what you're going to do? What really impacts your 
emotions? And what will help other people? 


2. Make a list of your core values - Our article What Are Your 
Values? © will help with this. 


3. Visualize © who you'd like to become - Picture your "best 
self." Are you a strong leader? A compassionate friend? A 
mentor? Make a list of words that describe how you would like 
others to see you. 


4. Combine the first three steps - Bring these steps together, 
and write your vision statement. This should be energizing and 
motivating, and it should fill you with energy and excitement 
when you read it. 


Vision Statement Example 


When Kara looks at writing her vision statement, she realizes that she 
loves solving problems because this helps people. She's very fulfilled 

and uplifted when she's able to solve a problem that no one else can. 
This isn't because she receives praise, but because she's able to help 
reduce stress and frustration for someone else. 


She identifies her core values as integrity, compassion, creativity, and 
helping people. 


When she defines her "best self," she pictures herself as a strong 
leader, who lifts her team and helps push them toward their own 
achievements. 


Kara's vision statement is this: 


| want to help others grow and succeed in their careers. 
I'll use my talent for problem solving to help my people 
grow as individuals and become more successful as a 
team. I'll set an example for my team by sticking to my 
values and maintaining my integrity, even under difficult 
circumstances. 


Tip: 


There isn't a specific formula for writing your own mission and 
vision statements, and you can make them as specific, or as 
broad, as you want. Just ensure that they're punchy and 
motivational statements that describe what you want to achieve. 


Key Points 


Spending time creating personal mission and vision statements is 
well worth the effort. These tools can help you make important 
career decisions, and remind you of the direction you want to take 
in life. 


Make sure you allow yourself enough time to think deeply about 
each step in the process. Identify the right words, goals, and core 
values. Then create clear, concise statements that are 
motivational and fill you with purpose. 


Keep refining the statements until they're exciting and meaningful, 
and remember to revisit your mission and vision statements as 
your career develops. 


Did you find this article helpful? A 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Rachel wrote 

Hi All 

"All of us have very different ideas about success. What's 
important, however, is that you spend time defining your version 
of success. 


One way to do this is with personal mission and vision statements. 


Find out how to write these in this week's Featured Favorite 
article." 


Best wishes 
Rachel 


December 26, 2012 


James wrote 

Hi Ana and Midgie 

Thanks for your comments - I'm glad you found the article useful! 
James 


September 10, 2010 


aia2011 wrote 


Very valuable article. | agree that the definition of mission and 
vision statements gives a sense of direction in your professional 
career. | made the effort to go through this difficult exercise, but | 
am glad that | wrote my mission and vision statements to review 
them from time to time. | am sure that this will help me to focus 
on my professional goals. 


Ana 


September 10, 2010 


Midgie wrote 


If you've ever wondered, as | just did last weekend (!), where am | 
going and what am | doing ... identifying your values, creating a 
mission and a vision statement can help to clarify the where am | 
going and what am | doing kind of question. 


We often focus on where we want to go on a professional level, 
yet by taking time to determine where we want to go also ona 
personal level can be extremely rewards, fulfilling and satisfying! 


For me, it gives me a sense of direction and purposes, rather than 
coasting along life doing what | do day-in and day-out! 


How have other members benefited form creating a missions and 
vision statement? 


Midgie 
September 9, 2010 
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Prioritization 


Making Best Use of Your Time and Resources 


Prioritization is the 

essential skill that you 

need to make the very 

best use of your own 

efforts and those of your 

team. It's also a skill that Flash 
you need to create 

calmness and space in 

your life so that you can 

focus your energy and 

attention on the things 

that really matter. Learn how to prioritize, 


. . with James Manktelow & Amy Carlson. 
It's particularly important 


when time is limited and demands are seemingly unlimited. It helps 
you to allocate your time where it's most-needed and most wisely 
spent, freeing you and your team up from less important tasks that 
can be attended to later... or quietly dropped. 


With good prioritization (and careful management of reprioritized 
tasks) you can bring order to chaos, massively reduce stress, and 
move towards a successful conclusion. Without it, you'll flounder 
around, drowning in competing demands. 


Simple Prioritization 


At a simple level, you can prioritize based on time constraints, on the 
potential profitability or benefit of the task you're facing, or on the 
pressure you're under to complete a job: 


e Prioritization based on project value or profitability is probably 
the most commonly-used and rational basis for prioritization. 
Whether this is based on a subjective guess at value ora 
sophisticated financial evaluation, it often gives the most 
efficient results. 


e Time constraints are important where other people are 
depending on you to complete a task, and particularly where this 
task is on the critical path of an important project. Here, a small 
amount of your own effort can go a very long way. 


e And it's a brave (and maybe foolish) person who resists his or her 
boss's pressure to complete a task, when that pressure is 
reasonable and legitimate. 


Prioritization Tools 


While these simple approaches to prioritization suit many situations, 
there are plenty of special cases where you'll need other prioritization 
and time management tools if you're going to be truly effective. We 
look at some of these prioritization tools below: 


Paired Comparison Analysis 


Paired Comparison Analysis © is most useful where decision 
criteria are vague, subjective or inconsistent. It helps you prioritize 
options by asking you to compare each item on a list with all other 
items on the list individually. 


By deciding in each case which of the two is most important, you can 
consolidate results to get a prioritized list. 


Decision Matrix Analysis 


Decision Matrix Analysis © helps you prioritize a list of tasks where 
you need to take many different factors into consideration. 


The Action Priority Matrix 


This quick and simple diagramming technique asks you to plot the 
value of the task against the effort it will consume. 


By doing this you can quickly spot the "quick wins" which will give you 
the greatest rewards in the shortest possible time, and avoid the 
"hard slogs" which soak up time for little eventual reward. This is an 
ingenious approach for making highly efficient prioritization decisions. 


See our article on the Action Priority Matrix © to find out more. 


The Urgent/Important Matrix 


Similar to the Action Priority Matrix, this technique asks you to think 
about whether tasks are urgent or important. 


Frequently, seemingly urgent tasks actually aren't that important. And 
often, really important activities (like working towards your life goals) 
just aren't that urgent. This approach helps you cut through this. 


See our article on the Urgent/Important Matrix © to find out more. 


The Ansoff Matrix and the Boston Matrices 


These give you quick "rules of thumb" for prioritizing the 
opportunities open to you. 


The Ansoff Matrix © helps you evaluate and prioritize opportunities 
by risk. The Boston Matrix © does a similar job, helping you to 
prioritize opportunities based on the attractiveness of a market and 
your ability to take advantage of it. 


Pareto Analysis 


Where you're facing a flurry of problems that you need to solve, 
Pareto Analysis © helps you identify the most important changes to 
make. 


It firstly asks you to group together the different types of problem you 
face, and then asks you to count the number of cases of each type of 
problem. By prioritizing the most common type of problem, you can 


focus your efforts on resolving it. This clears time to focus on the next 
set of problems, and so on. 
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Midgie wrote 

Hi RachelRoddam and Don, 

| agree with you both that taking a democratic vote can be risky at 
times. Ideally, you want everyone to be on board with ideas and 
plans, yet at a certain point decision need to be made and action 
taken. 

What ways do you use to get people on board? 

Midgie 


February 15, 2013 


dp7622 wrote 


| steer clear of voting too if | can. If 51% of the people are happy 


with the choice that means 49% aren't and that's a lot of unhappy 
people! With a large group you sometimes have to use some sort 
of democratic process but if there are other alternatives | use 
them. 


February 14, 2013 


RachelRoddam wrote 


I'd like to see a caution regarding democratic approaches; It is 
possible for a 'vote' to result in a choice that the group 
unanimously judges to be less than ideal. | think that democratic 
decision making processes would do well to include a step that is 
to review the result and check in with the group or self - are we 
confident that the choice is the best one? 


February 14, 2013 


JosieB wrote 


This is a favorite of mine too Rachel. If | don't take time to 
prioritize | run around like a scared rabbit zig zagging from one 
place to another. For the rabbit that's a good survival strategy, for 
the workplace it's terrible. Also, when | am clear about my 
priorities | find it much easier to say "no" or postpone other work 
because | have a defensible reason. Before I'd feel like | was 
perceived as slacking and now | state the facts, tell them why | 
can't accommodate the request, and look at finding a more 
appropriate time or person to do the work. It's really empowering 
and liberating! 


Jo 
April 23, 2008 
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Self-Determination Theory 
Enhancing Self-Motivation by Meeting Basic Needs 


For a moment, think about how 
motivated you've felt at various 
times over the last few years. 


At some points, your motivation 
may have been high - if so, you 
will have felt engaged, 
energized, and filled with 
purpose. 


At other points, you probably 
felt listless, disengaged, or ; : a 

ji : Discover three basic needs of Self-Determination 
apathetic, and it may have Theory. 
been a real struggle to keep © iStockphoto/CGinspiration 
things moving forward. 


Many of us recognize instinctively that motivation comes and goes. 
But what causes these highs and lows? 


Why are some people consistently engaged and motivated, while 
others feel demoralized and powerless? And why can't we be 
motivated and engaged all of the time, so that we can consistently 
produce our best work? 


These are just some of the questions that Self-Determination Theory 
addresses. In this article, we'll look at how you can use it to increase 
your motivation and improve your job satisfaction. 


About the Theory 


Richard Ryan and Edward Deci, psychologists at the University of 
Rochester, published their Self-Determination Theory in the January 
2000 issue of the American Psychologist journal. It looks at why 
some people are highly motivated and engaged, while others feel 
apathetic and alienated. 


The theory states that human beings naturally strive for a state of 
high motivation and engagement. Put simply, it's in our nature to 
pursue growth and well-being. 


Ryan and Deci identified three universal psychological needs that 
motivate us to behave in a positive way. These are the needs for: 

1. Competence. 

2. Relatedness. 

3. Autonomy. 

When you satisfy these needs, your self-motivation grows and your 
well-being increases. You feel more curious, creative, passionate, and 


excited about what you're doing. All of this leads to improved 
performance and a greater sense of purpose in your life. 


When you are not meeting some of these needs, your motivation and 
well-being can plummet, and it can be a struggle to keep up with your 
tasks. 


Why Self-Determination Theory is Important 


The biggest advantage of Self-Determination Theory is the awareness 
that it provides. Once you realize how important competence, 
relatedness, and autonomy are to motivation and performance, you 
can take steps to ensure that your needs are being met. 


Applying the Theory 


Let's look at each of the three needs in greater detail, and discuss 
what you can do to incorporate more of each into your life. 


1. Competence 


No matter what you do, you have an innate desire to do it well. 
Essentially, this is what the need for competency is all about; you 
want to master the knowledge and the skills that you need to 
succeed. After all, it feels good to do great work and be an expert ©! 


To satisfy your need for competency, take full responsibility for your 
self-growth and development. Start by thinking about your strengths 
and weaknesses. Conduct a Personal SWOT Analysis ©, and 
identify any skills or knowledge gaps that you have. 


Next, look at your career goals. Where do you want to be in one year, 
and in five years? What knowledge or skills do you need to get there? 
Write down the learning goals that you'll need to set and achieve to 
get where you want to be. 


If you feel that you're too busy to build expertise ©, keep in mind 
that there are plenty of ways to find time for professional 
development &. Use your lunch breaks to learn something new, 
attend online training © classes in the evening, or ask your 
organization to provide training opportunities during work hours. 


It's also important to get feedback on your work. Positive, 
constructive feedback helps you become more competent, so learn 
how to ask for feedback © if you're not getting it regularly from 
your boss. 


2. Relatedness 


Can you imagine working alone and never having any contact with 
anyone? While this might sound quite appealing on your busy days, 
the truth is that all of us need - and want - contact with others. We 
want to have good relationships, we want to help and care about 
others, and we want to feel connected. 


This is why building good work relationships 9 is so important. If 
you feel that your relationships at work need some attention, then 
make an effort to communicate and connect with your colleagues. 
Ask someone you don't know well out to lunch, become a mentor, or 
volunteer to help a colleague who's behind on her work. The more 
that you give to others, the more you'll get in return. 


You'll also improve your relationships by strengthening your 
emotional intelligence skills @. The better you can relate to 
others, show empathy, and demonstrate kindness, the more people 
will want to be around you. These skills will also be useful in your 
career, so it's definitely worth working on them. 


Build on that feeling of connectedness by networking © with others 
in your field. This might involve attending trade conferences or joining 
an industry group. You can also use sites like LinkedIn © and Twitter 
© to connect with colleagues, or to follow industry experts. 


Positive relationships are also an essential element in your personal 
happiness. Relationships make up the "R" in the PERMA © Model, 
which outlines the five elements that we need for health and well- 
being. So, take the time to strengthen the relationships around you: 
you'll find that you're happier as a result! 


3. Autonomy 


Autonomy is all about personal independence. When you have 
autonomy in your work, it means that you have freedom to make your 
own choices. You might be able to control when or how you complete 
a project, or even choose the colleagues that you get to work with. 


Autonomy is an important predictor of job satisfaction @. So, how 
can you add more autonomy to your work? 


You can start by asking for it. Come up with several ideas or projects 
that you feel comfortable asking for more control over. Then, 
depending on your relationship with your boss, have an open 
conversation to discuss these ideas and talk about how you can 
incorporate more decision-making into your role. Emphasize how he 
or she will benefit by giving you more freedom. 


Next, with autonomy in mind, use job crafting strategies © to 
reshape your current role. For example, find new ways of doing your 
current work, prioritize © your existing tasks and responsibilities, or 
come up with a project that you feel will make a real difference in 
your organization. 


Tip 1: 


Self-Determination Theory is similar to McClelland's Human 
Motivation Theory ®, with the main difference being that you'd 
use McClelland's theory to motivate other people, while you'd use 
Self-Determination Theory to motivate yourself. 


You can also compare Self-Determination Theory with Alderfer's 
ERG Theory ®, which uses "Growth" as a motivation factor rather 
than "Competence." (This also talks about "Existence" needs, 
however these are routinely addressed in most modern 
workplaces.) 


Tip 2: 


See our article on goal setting © for an equally effective and 
complementary approach to self-motivation. 


Key Points 


Richard Ryan and Edward Deci, psychologists at the University of 
Rochester, published Self-Determination Theory in January 2000. 


The theory centers on the belief that, at our most basic level, 
human beings are naturally motivated and curious. To reach our 
most productive and motivated state, we must meet the needs for: 


1. Competence. 
2. Relatedness. 
3. Autonomy. 


When we're meeting all of these needs, we're productive, 
motivated, and engaged. However, when one or more are missing, 
we can struggle with our motivation. 
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Midgie wrote 


Hi Daveastro10, 

Thanks for sharing your thoughts and experiences. It is really 
great that you actually take time to do some self-examination 
about what's happening with your motivation, and have found 
that it is related to your ability to do the job and you do not see 
the reason for doing a particular task. 


When we are not feeling confident in our abilities, our motivation 
may be lower because it's a way to procrastinate and avoid 
actually doing the job. When we do not see the purpose of a job, 
then we often can think of 101-other things we could be doing! 


It's a great thing that you recognize you need/want 
communication with others and when you are not getting that, 
you are doing something about it! Being proactive about getting 
our needs met is more certainly a step in the right direction to 
increase our motivation. We may not get what we ask for, yet 
simply recognizing what makes us tick and seeking out 
opportunities is uplifting! 


Regarding employee engagement, in addition to the low 
percentage of people engaged in their work, the study found that 
18% were actively disengaged! What do you think of that? 


Thanks for sharing. 
Midgie 


October 23, 2012 


daveastrol10 wrote 


When my motivation has taken a down-turn and | take time to 
reflect | normally come to the conclusion its either | don't feel 
confident of my abilities to carry out the task or that | see no 
value or reason in putting the effort in to get the work done. There 
have been times when even my Manager saw no value or reason 
for the task but as he had it passed to him from upper 
management and had chosen to delegate it to me then the work 
had to be done. And its ok to push oneself a little out of the 
comfort zone but it very easy to say yes at the time to the task 
and to not consider your capabilities. 


| like working on projects but lately most of my work is outside of 
the realm of projects. On reflection this has probably affected me 
the most as the need at my workplace to communicate with 
others is reduced. | want to improve this aspect of my work, 
especially as in the long term I'm looking to progress to a 
management position and | don't want to lose my ability to 
communicate effectively with others. 


Most times | have been fortunate to have been given sufficient 
autonomy by my Manager and therefore have only experienced 
the lack of this on a rare occasion. Where | have been affected it 
too has caused me to be demotivated. 


For me if these issues are ongoing it causes distractions and in 
turn further demotivates and results in disengagement. Studies 
have suggested that only 25% of the workforce in any 
organization are fully engaged no matter what incentives are 
given it seems to make no difference. | think this is where self- 
motivation is key. 


October 18, 2012 


Midgie wrote 

This article really resonated with me today! 

The three needs of competence, relatedness and autonomy really 
are very important to me. The biggest one for me is to have 
autonomy. If | do not have autonomy in my work, | feel 
constrained and suffocated! So, when | look for opportunities and 
work, | Know that it is important to have some flexibility and 
autonomy with when and how | do the job! 

Recently, I've become more aware of the need to connection with 
others, the relatedness aspect here. To have someone who is like 
minded and who is available to bounce around ideas is important. 
Plus, | find you can use the energy together to get fire up even 
more and give you that extra push! 


Of course, competence is important because if | do not feel that | 
am able to do the job, then | feel stressed! 


So, how do others relate to the concept of competence, 
relatedness and autonomy? 


Midgie 
October 18, 2012 


daveastrol10 wrote 


Thanks, | was looking for the printer-friendly box at the end of the 
article and had not noted that it is in the quick tools menu. 


October 17, 2012 


James wrote 
Hi Dave 


Here's the link: http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/ 
article/self-determination-theory.php?printFriendly=1 . 


For other articles, you can find the Printer Friendly Version link in 
the Quick Tools box at the top of the right hand column of article 
pages. 

Hope this helps! 


James 


October 17, 2012 


daveastrol10 wrote 


Hi James, 


| cannot find the link to print out the article. Would it be possible 
to provide a link as | like to printout and read offline. 


Thanks 
October 17, 2012 
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Self-Discipline 


Persisting Until You Reach Your Goals 


You can never conquer the 
mountain. You can only 
conquer yourself. 


- Jim Whittaker, American 
mountaineer and CEO 


Marietta wakes up before dawn 
each morning to exercise. 


She works very efficiently in 


the office, ig noring distractions, Learn how to be more disciplined. 
and devoting all of her © iStockphoto/kupicoo 
attention to high-value 

projects. 


In the evening, Marietta attends a class online; she'll be graduating in 
a few months with her MBA. 


How can people like Marietta achieve so much, so consistently? And 
how can we accomplish as much in our personal lives and careers? 


Part of the answer lies in self-discipline. This is what pushes us to 
deliver on our best intentions and goals, even when we don't feel like 
doing so. If we have self-discipline, we are able to put off short-term 
pleasure (or endure short-term inconvenience or discomfort) in the 
pursuit of long-term gain. 


This is why self-discipline is so important. In this article, we'll examine 
what self-discipline actually is, we'll explore why it's useful, and we'll 
look at how to develop it. 


What is Self-Discipline? 


Self-discipline is the ability to push yourself forward, stay motivated, 
and take action, regardless of how you're feeling, physically or 
emotionally. You are showing it when you intentionally choose to 
pursue something better for yourself, and you do it in spite of factors 
like distractions, hard work, or unfavorable odds. 


Self-discipline is different from self-motivation or willpower. Motivation 
and willpower contribute towards it, as do persistence, the ability to 
follow-through on your intentions, and hard work. 


Why Work on Your Self-Discipline? 
Self-discipline is useful in many areas of our lives. 


For instance, it's what pushes you to do high-quality work, even when 
you don't feel like it. It gives you the strength to stay professional 
with your clients, even when you're ready to throw in the towel. It 
helps you stick with and achieve tough goals that you set for yourself. 


Self-discipline also enables you to keep going through to great 
success, despite what others might see as seemingly-insurmountable 
odds. 


It can also improve learning and enhance performance. Studies have 
shown that students with a high degree of self-discipline retained 
more knowledge than those without self-discipline. Additionally, 
researchers discovered that students with strong self-discipline were 
more careful in their tasks, which improved their performance. 


Research has also shown that measuring a person's level of self- 
discipline is a more accurate predictor of success than measuring his 
or her 1Q. 


How to Develop Self-Discipline 


Self-discipline is like a muscle: the more you work on developing it 
and using it, the stronger it will become. 


However, it's just as important not to start out with goals that are too 
ambitious. Instead, set small goals, and increase the level of 
challenge slowly over time. The more you practice, the better you'll 
become. 


Follow these five steps to start developing your self-discipline: 


Step 1: Choose a Goal 


Begin by choosing just one goal that you want to focus on to develop 
your self-discipline. 


For instance, perhaps you want to start exercising every evening, or 
you want to read one leadership book a week to enhance your skills. 
You could even practice self-discipline on very small goals such as 
concentrating on a piece of work for an hour without checking your 
email, or avoiding unhealthy food for one day. 


Remember, starting small is the best way to start developing your 
self-discipline. As your discipline gets stronger, you can spread the 
focus to more areas of your life. 


Make sure that the goal you set is SMART © - Specific, Measurable, 
Attainable, Relevant, and Time-bound - and break the goal down into 
smaller sub-goals, where you can. 


Step 2: Find Your Motivation 


Once you've chosen a goal, list the reasons why you want to achieve 
it. Try to express these reasons in a positive way. 


So, instead of saying "I want to exercise three times a week to lose 
weight," say "| want to exercise so that | have the energy to play with 
my kids and work successfully." Or, instead of saying "I want to get 
this task off my To-Do List," say "I want to do this task, so that | can 
meet my objectives, get praise from my boss, and feel satisfied with 
my day's work." 


When you list the reasons why you want to achieve something, you'll 
find it much easier to get the job done. 


Tip: 


Our article on Motivating Yourself © has additional strategies for 
finding and developing your self-motivation. 


Step 3: Identify Obstacles 


Now you need to identify the obstacles that you're likely to face when 
working towards your goal, and devise a strategy for overcoming 
each one. 


For instance, imagine that your goal is to read one leadership book a 
week to enhance your skills. In the past, you've faced a number of 
obstacles in reaching this goal. For example, when you find a book 
you like, it's hard to find time each night to read. Between work, 
dinner, and the kids, your time is taken up until late in the evening. 
And, you get distracted by emails coming in on your tablet computer 
or cell while you're reading. 


Once you've identified obstacles, come up with a strategy to 
overcome each one. In this example, you could do the following: 


e Instead of going to a bookstore, spend an hour looking at 
leadership books online. Find several that interest you, and that 
have good reviews. Order all of them at once, and download 
them to an e-book reader, so that you always have a book on 
hand to read. 


¢ Find more time in your day © to focus on reading. Perhaps you 
could read during your lunch hour, or while you're waiting to pick 
your kids up from school. Keep your e-book reader with you at all 
times, and you'll find pockets of time to read during the day. 


e Turn your cell off when you want to focus on reading. 


Many times, our self-discipline crumbles because we haven't 
identified the obstacles that we'll face achieving our goals, and we 
haven't developed strategies to overcome them. When these 
obstacles show up, we're unprepared to deal with them, and this 
shakes our resolve. Don't skip this step! 


Step 4: Replace Old Habits 


When we're developing self-discipline, we're often trying to break a 
bad habit and replace it with something more productive. However, if 
that habit is tied into a certain time of day or routine, breaking it can 
leave a hole. If we don't replace that habit with something else, then 
its absence becomes even more noticeable. 


A good example is if you're trying to stop yourself shopping online 
when you take a break at work. This bad habit destroys your focus 
and attention, because you're likely to be online for 20-30 minutes 
each time. 


Once you have resolved to stop, identify a new behavior that you can 
engage in when you need a quick break. Instead of surfing online 
shops, you could do some stretches in your office, go get a cup of 
coffee, or take a quick walk outside. These behaviors will help support 


your goal and strengthen your self-discipline, instead of leaving you 
with nothing to do on your break. 


Step 5: Monitor Your Progress 


As you work on your self-discipline, pay attention to how you're 
feeling as it develops and strengthens. You might feel free, happy, 
proud, and energized. 


Also, think about keeping a journal to write down your self-discipline 
goals and to track your progress. This reinforces the positive changes 
that you're implementing in your life, and gives you a record that you 
can look back on to see the progress that you have made. 


Over time, your self-discipline will strengthen, and you'll be able to 
apply it to lots of other areas of your life. 


Further Tips 


¢ Try to avoid distractions © when you begin to develop your 
self-discipline. Make it harder to engage in the activity you're 
trying to avoid. For instance, if you need self-discipline to focus 
on work instead of surfing social networking sites, then use 
Internet blockers such as Freedom or Anti-Social so that these 
sites aren't available to you at the office. 


e It's important to reward yourself when you experience success. 
Celebrating your accomplishments will keep things fun, and 
strengthen your resolve to keep going. 


¢ Don't let a fear of failure © or an occasional setback discourage 
you. All of us experience setbacks and failures - it's part of life! 
Acknowledge that you slipped up, learn the lesson, take it to 
heart, and move on. 


Key Points 


It's important to develop self-discipline in life. Self-discipline is 
what enables us to do high-quality work, even when we're tired. It 
keeps us pursuing our goals through tough times, and it helps us 
to stay professional, even when we're not feeling great. 
To develop self-discipline, follow these steps: 

1. Choose a goal. 

2. Find your motivation. 

3. Identify obstacles. 

4. Replace old habits. 

5. Monitor your progress. 
Self-discipline is an essential quality, and it's a key differentiator 


between people who are successful in life and those who aren't. 
Make sure that you develop it! 
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Rachel wrote 
Hi all, 


We all know how important self-disipline is for achieving our goals, 
and getting things done. 


But how can you develop this key trait? Learn how, with this 
week's Featured Favorite. 


Best wishes 
Rachel 


October 29, 2013 


Yolande wrote 
Hi calemon77 


Thanks for sharing with us... Having self-awareness and realizing 
what your specific area of growth is, is half the battle won. What is 
important to me personally (and it may be different for you), is to 
have mechanisms in place that helps me to discipline myself. It 
can either be accountability to someone else in terms of my goals, 
rewarding myself for small goals reached or being aware of how it 
will make me feel if | don't stick to my action plan. Is there 
anything specific that you have found works for you? 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


February 21, 2012 


calemon77 wrote 
Hi to all! 


| would say that lack of self discipline in different aspect of my life 
is one of my major weaknesses. The article is very helpful and 
would like to put into action. | tried to develop this skills for quite 
some time but still | am not satisfied with my progress. Expecting 
some major changes now 


Thanks! 


February 21, 2012 


zuni wrote 
Hi everyone, 


| believe that self discipline is strongly linked to the drive to 
achieve. And, as the article states, achievement of goals can be 
personal as well as professional. 


| can share many examples of how | used self discipline to achieve 
a goal. The one achievement that is most important to me, and 
probably inspired me to continue applying self discipline in my life 
and work, is how | responded to a diagnosis. 


At the age of of 23 | was informed by a Dr. that | would likely be in 
a wheelchair by the age of 30. When confronted with a prognosis 
like this there are two options: accept it or do everything you can 
to change the outcome. | chose the latter. 


| researched the disease and set out a course to avert the 
predicted outcome. | changed my lifestyle, diet and started 
working out in the gym applying practices that were not 
conventional wisdom at the time. | could feel that what | was 
doing was working and it made sense to continue. | made my 
health a first priority and arranged my schedule so that | did not 
miss my workouts working through pain and fatigue. | have 
committed myself to this path for many years. The outcome made 
all of the effort worth it-l am fit, strong, focused and the disease is 
in remission. Drs. cannot believe that | have the disease. 


Based on this early success, | applied self discipline to work and 
other areas of my life. Being totally committed to your goal is 
extremely important. It gets you through the tough stuff. 


Zuni 


February 5, 2012 


James wrote 
Hi Amanam 


What | take from Whittaker’s quote is that we have to be a bit 
humble in approaching very big goals, and accept that while we 
may not always be able to achieve them, we can prepare 
ourselves to give ourselves the best possible chance. 


Being a bit literal about Whittaker’s mountaineering metaphor, 
212 out of the 8030 people who have tried to climb Everest died 
on the mountain. This is even worse for K2, where 77 out of 
approximately 300 climbers died in the attempt. (Sources: 
http://www.rock-climbing-for-life.com/mount-everest-deaths/ and 
http://www. guardian.co.uk/sport/2008/aug/31/9 
([color=#BF8000:06wa/75vc]moderator-approved links).) 


These were serious, committed climbers. You can be sure that 
very many of them had great mental preparation - it’s just that 
they were attempting some very big goals! 


And | completely agree - the climbers who returned from the top 
alive must have had fantastic self-discipline! 


Amanam and Ushi, I’m pleased that you enjoyed the article. And 
Ushi - welcome to the forums! 


James 


February 1, 2012 


ushi wrote 


Great article! The steps to developing self discipline are exactly 
what | needed. | already feel energized and especially liked the 
step on identifying obstacles. 


February 1, 2012 


amanam wrote 


Hi James, | vehemently disagree wit Jim Whittaker. If am an 
irresistible force, then mountain cannot withstand me. In that 
sense | can conquer mountain. But | do understand the push for 
his maxim- he use to climb mountain. Irrespective of how high and 
intimidating mountain is, you could discipline your self to climb it. 
To discipline self in this context, you must kill fear, maintain focus, 
brush aside all brambles of distractions and convince yourself that 
you can make it to the top. | appreciate this article in this sense 
because prior to this , | used to confuse self discipline with Dale 
Carnegie's Will power unknowingly. Now the difference is clearer 
with the thrust of this article. Thanks 


February 1, 2012 
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The Action Priority Matrix 
Making the Very Most of Your Opportunities 
(Also Known as the Impact-Feasibility Matrix) 


The Action Priority Matrix is a 
simple diagramming technique 
that helps you choose which 
activities to prioritize and which 
ones you should drop if you 
want to make the most of your 
time and opportunities. 


It's useful because most of us 
have many more activities on 
our "wish lists" - whether these 
are bright ideas to pursue, A quick win: high impact, low effort. 
exciting opportunities or © iStockphoto/OnyxRain 
interesting possibilities - than 

we have time available. 


By choosing activities intelligently, you can make the very most of 
your time and opportunities. 


However by choosing badly, you can quickly bog yourself down in 
time-consuming, low-yield projects that close down opportunities and 
stop you moving forwards. 

How to Use the Tool 


Figure 1 below shows the basic form of the Action Priority Matrix*: 


Figure 1 - The Action Priority Matrix 
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“Quick Wins” “Major Projects” 
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"Fill Ins” “Thankless Tasks” 
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Low Effort High 


The principle behind using the tool is that you score each activity that 
you want to complete on two scales - firstly on the impact the activity 
will have, and secondly on the effort involved. 


By plotting each activity on the Action Priority Matrix using these 
scores, you can quickly see the projects that give you the greatest 
returns on your efforts; and adopt the most appropriate approach for 
that type of activity: 


¢ Quick Wins (High Impact, Low Effort): these are the most 
attractive projects, giving you a good return for relatively little 
effort. Focus on these as much as you can. 


e Major Projects (High Impact, High Effort): while these give good 
returns, they take a long time to complete - meaning that one 
"Major Project" can crowd out many "Quick Wins." If you're 
engaging in these, make sure that you complete them quickly 
and efficiently and that you disengage your effort as soon as you 
can. 


e Fill Ins (Low Impact, Low Effort): don't worry too much about 
doing these - if you've got spare time, do them, but drop them if 
something better comes along. 


e Thankless Tasks (Low Impact, High Effort): avoid these. Not 


only do they give low returns, they crowd out time which would 
be better used elsewhere. 


Tip 1: 


Much of the "magic" of this technique comes from understanding 
and avoiding this crowding out effect. 


Tip 2: 


A variant of this tool is the "Impact-Feasibility Matrix," which 
substitutes ‘Feasibility’ for 'Effort' on the horizontal axis. This gives 
a different perspective, looking at the organization's ability to 
deliver important changes. 


To use the Action Priority Matrix, download our free worksheet and 
then follow these steps: 
1. List the activities that you'd like to complete. 


2. Score them on impact (from, say, 0 for no impact to 10 for 
maximum impact) and on effort involved (from 0, say, for no real 
effort to 10 for a very major effort). 


3. Plot the activities on the Action Priority Matrix. 
4. Select or drop activities appropriately. 


Tip 3: 


Use common sense in interpreting the lines separating the four 
quadrants - after all, there's only a small difference between a 4.9 
impact activity defined as a "thankless task", and a 5.1 impact 
task defined as a "major project". 


Tip 4: 

Above we're suggesting a scale from 0 to 10 for both impact and 
effort. However there's nothing stopping you using other scales - 
for example if you were ranking major projects, you might use and 


financial return as the scale on the impact axis, and "man days 
activity" on the effort axis. 


Download Workshe@ 


* Originator unknown. Please let us know if you know who the 
originator is. 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Indu, 

They two matrices are similar and overall they help you to 
understand your priorities. | differentiate them based on scope. | 
use the Urgent/Important Matrix for day to day tasks that | need 
to organize and prioritize. During a day there are many 
interruptions and things that can cause me to get off track so | 
bring these new activities back to the Urgent/Important matrix 
and ask myself which quadrant it belongs in. Then | slot it into my 
day accordingly. 


The Action Priority Matrix helps keep me grounded in a more 
general sense. | use it to map out the bigger projects or sets of 
activities that | am responsible for. | try to set aside ample time for 
quick wins and major projects but | know that administrative tasks 
have to be attended to as well. So using the Urgent/Important 
matrix | decide when and where to slot to those into my day or 
week to make sure | get them done but don't allow them to creep 
into too many time slots. Same with interruptions and last minute 
requests. | ask myself where they fall in the Action Priority Matrix 
and this helps me decide their level of importance and urgency 
and | can then determine whether | need to drop everything and 
work on it or if it can be put off for an hour, a day, etc... 


Ultimately if you use either or both you are well positioned to help 
get your priorities in line with your obligations. 


I'm curious to hear how others distinguish the two tools and how 
they use them to improve their productivity. 


Dianna 


March 4, 2013 


indu0OO wrote 


Hi, 

Just wanted to know if there is any difference between the "Action 
priority Matrix" and the"urgent important matrix".As far as | 
understand both help distinguish between the activities which are 
important and which aren't. 


Thank you 
Indu Anand 


March 2, 2013 
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The Art of Concise Conversations 
Stick to the Point - Humanely 


Does this sound familiar? 


One of your colleagues phones 
you for advice about her 


project. r | 
However, instead of getting ® | 


right to the point, she spends - 
20 minutes telling you about 

her son's latest baseball game, 

your boss's recent promotion, 


and the office manager's new 
shoes. Keep conversation simple and focused. 


© iStockphoto 
Or even worse, there's your co- 
worker who makes a point, and then spends the next half hour saying 
it over and over in several different ways - or he keeps going over the 
same conclusions you've both already agreed on. It seems like your 
clothes will go out of style before the conversation ends. 


Have you been in situations like these? The business world (and the 
world in general) is filled with people who don't seem to know how to 
stick to the subject. This not only affects your working relationships, it 
can also waste a lot of your time. 


However, it's important to build relationships with your colleagues. A 
lot of this happens in unstructured conversations - the same 
conversations that may be considered "time wasters". 


So how do you find the right balance? How can you have productive 
conversations, and still leave room to have a little fun and establish 
relationships with your co-workers and clients? 


We'll give you some practical approaches to different types of 
conversational "time wasters". 


Understand Your Audience 


All of us are on different schedules, with different amounts of work 
that we have to do on different days. It's important to realize that just 
because one day you have time for a long, unstructured conversation, 
this doesn't mean that your colleague also has time. She might have 
a deadline to meet - and the more you talk, the more you may add to 
her stress because she needs to get back to her office. This is not the 
time for "relationship building"! 


Before you start any conversation, try to find out your colleague's 
situation. Does she have time to talk? If not, then get to the point and 
say what you have to Say. She'll probably appreciate it. 


Discuss One Issue at a Time 


We've probably all listened to someone who tries to discuss seven 
issues in three minutes, all of which need careful consideration. 
Remember how you felt when this happened? You were probably 
overwhelmed and unable to process all the information. 


People need time to think about issues. If you have a lot of topics to 
discuss, don't try to talk about all of them at once. Bring up one point, 
and then spend time talking about it. This allows the person you're 
talking to to focus full attention on that topic. It also makes the most 
of the time you spend talking with your colleague, and it enables you 
to get quality input about each issue. 


It helps to list all the issues you want to discuss at the beginning of 
your conversation, and prioritize the most important. This makes it 
easier for everyone to keep track of things - and if you run out of 
time, at least you've covered the most important topics. 


Really Listen 


Yes, you've probably heard about how important active listening is, 
but there's a reason why we're discussing it yet again: Active 
listening © can help you avoid wasting time when you're talking with 
someone. 


If you spend too much time thinking about what you're going to say, 
you may miss important points that the person you're talking to 
makes. As a result, the conversation can take much longer than it 
should. 


When you really listen to what your colleague says, you're better able 
to respond. You make the best use of your conversation time, instead 
of discussing the same issues over and over again. You also show 
respect, and you demonstrate that you value the other person's 
opinion. 


Conversation Situations 


During our workday, we can have several different types of 
conversations. We talk on the phone, we meet face-to-face, we meet 
in groups, and we chitchat, having casual conversations around the 
office. 


Here are some ways to make the most of your time in each of these 
situations. 


Phone Conversations 


¢ Before you make the call, know exactly what you need to talk 
about. Spend just a few moments thinking about points to 
discuss. This saves time later, because you don't have to try to 
think of issues during the conversation. 


e Know what action or decision you'd like to result from the 
conversation. Write it down, and keep it in front of you to stay 
focused. 


Don't bring up a point more than once. Say what you want to say, 
and then wait for a response. 


If someone asks you a question and you don't know the answer, 
be honest - don't start to talk when you don't really have 
anything to say. Ask for a moment to organize your thoughts. If 
you need more time, tell the other person that you'll respond 
later. 


Face-to-Face Conversations 


Talking in person with someone can often turn into a struggle for 
power - it can seem that whoever talks the most is the winner. If 
this sounds like something you do, then make an effort to give up 
that control. Don't try to dominate the conversation by talking 
more than the other person. All you're doing is wasting time and 
letting your ego take over. 


If your colleague loves to gossip all afternoon, then don't make it 
easy for him. When he comes into your office, stand up - and 
don't sit back down until he leaves. You can also keep a stack of 
books on your office chair so he can't sit down. 


Group Meetings 


In meetings, we can often hold onto an opinion or idea, and then 
"compete" with our colleagues who have opposing ideas. Don't 
focus on defending your position, instead of listening to what 
others say. This can waste time, prevent learning, and cause 
stress on the group. If you have a point, write it down so that you 
don't have to hold it in your memory, and then listen carefully to 
what others are saying. If your point isn't addressed, you can 
make it when you need to. 


Meetings can be the perfect place for people who "like the sound 
of their own voices". If your group has someone like this, then 
place a time limit on everyone. When people get up to speak, 
give them a maximum amount of time to make their point (for 
example, three minutes). You can even use a timer - when the 
timer rings, they have to sit down. 


When you're with a group, remember that everyone is there to 
get something done. This includes discussing ideas, 
brainstorming, and making decisions. A lot of group time gets 
wasted over complaining, gossiping, or focusing on problems 
instead of solutions. The group is there for action, so focus on 
what must get done. 


Office Chitchat and Casual Conversations 


While office small talk, gossip, and casual conversations are an 
important part of relationship building, try to stay in your office 
when you have a lot of work to do. This way, you won't run into 
others who want to talk when you don't have time. If you must 
leave your office, and then colleagues pull you aside, make sure 
you tell them where you're going. For example, you can Say, "Is 
this going to be quick? I'm on my way to a meeting." 


Use your lunch hour to connect with colleagues, especially if your 
days are really busy. Go out for lunch with someone each week to 


have time for casual talk. Then you won't use your work time to 
build relationships with other team members. 


Key Points 


Because our days are filled with so many different types of 
conversations, we must find a balance between "relationship 
building" conversations and focused, productive conversations. (To 
be successful in the business world, we need both.) 


Try to understand your listeners' goals before you start 
conversations. If they don't have time to talk, then you know it's 
important to keep the discussion short. Bring up one issue at a 
time, and use active listening when your colleague talks. Plan your 
conversations in advance - know what you want to discuss and 
what decisions or actions need to result. 


And, no matter what types of conversations you have, pay 
attention to what's being said. Make your point, and stick to the 
issue. 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


cobberas wrote 


Thanks Jag - a very useful reminder and set of strategies. | 
particularly like - * You can also keep a stack of books on your 


office chair so he can't sit down. 


hmashton your post reminded me of something | heard in an 
audio-book recently called "What Women Want Men to Know" by 
Barbara De Angelis. She points out that many women think with 
their mouth open. e.g. those who flit from topic to topic and 
expect people to keep up with me. It's the way my mind works - 
one word triggers another thought and off | go on that and so on. | 
guess she's right! 


Cheers 
cos 


June 6, 2008 


Bree wrote 

Excellent article - concise and to the point!! 
Thanks for the reminders to keep things focussed! 
Bree 


June 5, 2008 


hmashton wrote 


Very thought-provoking. I'm afraid I'm one of those who flit from 
topic to topic and expect people to keep up with me. It's the way 
my mind works - one word triggers another thought and off | go 
on that and so on. Sometimes this is really useful, it's great for 
triggering ideas and solutions, but not so good when you need to 
stay focussed. | often find myself flitting from task to task as | get 
bored with one and move on to another then back to the first and 
so on. 


Once you've identified an issue, it becomes easier to deal with it - 
at least you know what you're dealing with. So now, | will have a 
list of things to discuss; I'm learning to like the silence - opening 
up meetings with "what are your thoughts" and then just waiting, 
instead of having to fill that gap. Change is possible, it just takes 
time and even then, you've gotta be easy on yourself when you 
slip back. I'm lucky in that people around me understand the way | 
work - they might not always like it - but when | slip up at least 
they know where I'm coming from! 


| hadn't thought to extend the "focus techniques" to the casual 
conversations or phone calls though; and boy do | waste a lot of 
time on those! | just don't like to tell people to "go away, I'm 
busy"! | think I'll put a couple of those article ideas into practice 
and see if it works 


Have a good day all 


June 5, 2008 
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The Art of Filing 


Managing Your Documents... and Your Time 


Have you ever kept a client or 
your boss waiting on the phone 
while you've searched the piles 
of papers on your desk for an 
important document? 


If you have, then your boss and 
your client may not have a 
good opinion of you, because in 
a key encounter, you've let 
them down. 


Filing is an important skill! 


And if it's your job to help 
people, how much of other 
people's time are you wasting if you can't find the documents and 
papers you need, when you need them? 


© iStockphoto/sdlocal 


You owe it to yourself to file effectively, however boring this may 
seem. Imagine how much more impressive it would have been if - 
when asked - you'd smiled, accessed a well-organized filing system, 
immediately found the document, and quickly given the answer! 


Managing Time 


Even in the age of email and the Internet, we still deal with many 
paper documents and files. There's a flurry of data pouring in from all 
directions that we need to process and, usually, store to retrieve later. 
We want to be able to lay our hands on the information we need - at 
the right moment, when we need it - so it can be used for further 
analysis or report writing, or perhaps for creating a presentation. 


All too often, though, we waste our own time (and often the time of 
other people) searching for data that's actually sitting somewhere on 
our desk or in an office filing cabinet. This adds to our stress, and 
makes the task of putting the data to use more difficult than it ought 
to be. So we need to get more organized and efficient with our file 
management if we're going to get our work done in a timely manner. 


Managing Information Efficiently 


When you receive a document from a co-worker, vendor, or customer, 
it's tempting to "just put it away" in a pile on your desk or drawer for 
the time being. "Hmm. looks interesting, but I'll take a closer look at 
this later, when I've got more time." Sound familiar? After a while, 
many such documents build up, leading to a lot of clutter. It's highly 
unlikely that you'll ever find time to go back and get all of that 
information organized, especially considering that you're usually 
under pressure with other things. 


You can spend hours of precious time searching for documents that 
you've filed away somewhere, because it's easy to forget where you 


put it - or even to forget that you have the document in the first 
place. So how can you go about simplifying your work? Get better at 
managing files. 


Effective File Management 


Effective filing boils down to this: store the information in folders - by 
category, and in a sequence that makes sense to you. 


Here are some tips to help manage your files: 


¢ Avoid saving unnecessary documents - Don't make a habit 
of saving everything that finds its way to you. Take a few seconds 
to glance through the content, and save a file only if it's relevant 
to your work activity. Having too many unnecessary documents 
adds to clutter and makes it harder to find things in the future. 
Be selective about what you keep! 


¢ Follow a consistent method for naming your files and 
folders - For instance, divide a main folder into subfolders for 
customers, vendors, and co-workers. Give shortened names to 
identify what or whom the folders relate to. What's more, you can 
even give a different appearance or look to different categories 
of folders - this can make it easy to tell them apart at first 
glance. 


e Store related documents together, whatever their type - 
For example, store reports, letters, presentation notes, 
spreadsheets, and graphics related to a particular project ina 
single folder - rather than having one folder for presentations for 
all projects, another folder for spreadsheets for all projects, and 
so forth. This way, it's much quicker to find documents for a 
particular project. 


¢ Separate ongoing work from completed work - Some 
people prefer to keep current or ongoing work on their desk until 
a job is completed. Then, once it's done, they move it to the 
appropriate location, where files of the same category are stored. 
At periodic intervals (for example, weekly or every two weeks), 
move files you're no longer working on to the folders where your 
completed work is stored. 


¢ Avoid overfilling folders - If you have a large number of files 
in one folder, or a large number of subfolders in a main folder, 
break them into smaller groups (subfolders or sub-subfolders). 
For instance, you can divide a folder called "Business Plan" into 
subfolders called "BP2008," "BP2009," and "BP2010." Likewise, 
you can divide a folder for a client named Delta Traders into 
subfolders named "Delta Traders sales presentations" and "Delta 
Traders contracts." The idea is to place every file into a logical 
folder or subfolder, rather than have one huge list of files. 


Having said this, there is usually little point in creating a folder 
for fewer than about five documents. 


« Make digital copies of paper documents with a scanner - 
This is useful if you don't have much space to store paper 
documents, or if you want to archive documents without 
destroying them completely. (This won't be appropriate for all 
types of documents, for example, with legal contracts or 
documents with original signatures. So use your best judgment 
here.) 


Prioritizing Your Files for Action 


Take these approaches further by customizing your file management. 
This can help you prioritize your work, which can lead to better 
efficiency. 


¢ Organize documents by dates - Write a date on the 
document. This will help you organize your documents into date- 
order, without having to open the folder and read through all 
documents. 


¢ Use "Tickler" files - Tickler files, also known as the "43 
folders" method, are a unique system that's used by many 
people for organizing files. Create 12 folders (one for each month 
of the year) and an additional 31 subfolders (for each day of the 
month). Fill each folder with the documents that you need to 
work with on that day. At the beginning of each day, open the 
folder for that day. Take all the items out of the folder and move 
them into a "today" folder or onto your desktop. Then move the 
empty folder into the corresponding slot for the next month. If 
you can't complete some work items by the end of the day, 
transfer them to the folder for the next convenient day. This 
system of file management helps you keep track of everything 
you need to do, and it also doubles as a diary. 


Tip: 


For any system to be useful and effective, it must also be 
convenient for you. To some extent, this depends on the nature of 
your business or the work that you do. So, although there's no 
"one size fits all" solution to file management, you will likely profit 
by using some of these file management tips, and by customizing 
them in a way that best serves your own needs. 


Key Points 


Are you losing too much time searching through the clutter on 
your desk for files that you need? And when you're under pressure, 
can you retrieve information quickly and easily? 


Spending precious time looking for documents can take the 
pleasure out of any kind of creative work you might be doing - and 
it adds to your stress levels as well. Simple good file management 
habits can hugely simplify your working life! 


Apply This to Your Life 
We know this is boring, but you know you need to do it! 


Clear an hour in your schedule somewhere in the next week, and set 
your filing system up! 


Did you find this article helpful? > 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


MichaelP wrote 


Vadenoire, tks for the great tip, finding things in seconds is always 
an elusive goal for me!. 


May 27, 2011 


vadenoire wrote 


You can use automated document managment system or modern 
windows explorer. 


| use the following system. Two folders "INBOX" and "OUTBOX". 
Every file in each box starts with YYYYMMDD for the dates of 
receiving and issuing respectively. Then the number (it could be 
the same for the connected docs). Then the name of issuer or 
reciever respectively and then the brief content. 


It takes seconds to find what you want. 


May 27, 2011 


Midgie wrote 


| have a Sony Ericsson phone and | sync it with my computer and | 
believe that there are many different phones on the market that 
also act like PDAs with email functionality. 


I'd be lost without mine!! Very glad | finally figured how to use it 
and sync it because it saves me carrying around a separate PDA 
or diary. 


Perhaps I'm being stubborn and refusing to 'get with the times', 
however, the one thing | do not sync is emails (have avoided 
getting a blackberry!!), nor do | use the send/receive email 
functionality on the phone ... | actually do want a break at times 
from my emails!! 

Anyone else find it someone annoying to be out, say for a coffee 
with a friend, and they are sending / receiving emails - be that 
work related or personal? 

M. 


December 18, 2007 


Dianna wrote 
Great tip Pervez... | wish | had a Nokia phone!! 


| wonder if there are similar features available for other phone 
models. Does anyone know?? 


Dianna 


December 17, 2007 


tirondaz wrote 

Hi, 

They who are using Nokia E-series or N-series phone, a business 
software named mail for exchange could be an excellent tool. This 


can smoothly synchronizes calendars, contacts, tasks from 
outlook via wireless LAN just in time. Its worth a try. 


Mail for Exchange requires Microsoft Exchange server in your 
company 


Links for download 
businesssoftware.nokia.com/mail_for exchange _downloads.php 


Regards, 
Pervez 


December 17, 2007 


lulu wrote 


Hi Adele 
| need all the help | can get with my PDA. | am starting with the 
calendar and contacts first. | sent you a message so | hope you 


can reply soon. 


Anyone else with a PDA, most welcome to share their views, tips, 
whatever. 


Lulu 


October 5, 2007 


Dianna wrote 


Thanks for this tip lan. | am ALWAYS searching for things that 
aren't dated in what | consider the right order! And they're 
typically files | created so | can't blame anyone else!! 


Welcome to the club and the forum! It's great to have you join us. 
| look forward to chatting more. 


Let me know if | can help you in any way. 
Dianna 


October 4, 2007 


ian morris wrote 


Some really useful information for cutting time for data retrieval. 

| have experienced problems when using dates as Windows 
organises numbers from left to right, so using DDMMYYYY 
becomes confusing, i.e. the 11th of a month would come before 
the 2nd, October before Feb and so on. 

Using the date format YYYYMMDD helps to avoid this problem and 
make searches much more efficient. 


October 3, 2007 


Adele wrote 
Hi Lulu 


|! ama PDA addict... it manages my life! 
(I have been using one for years since they first came out here in 
NZ) 


You may want to bring the functions of your PDA onstream one at 
a time as it can feel like a lot to get used to all in one go... The 
most important things are probably contacts and appointments 
since they drive your phone, email and alarm systems. It is so 
easy to carry everything with you in one little package and as you 
grow to love your new toy, you can bring more features into the 
mix. 


It really is worth taking the time to get to know your device as it is 
likely to be an extremely efficient aid, and it is much easier to 
carry and access than a paper diary or a laptop.... 


All of my contacts, tasks and appointments go straight into the 
PDA. 


I synch mine with my laptop at least twice most days to ensure | 
have good back-up, and plug it into my desktop two or three 
times a week as an extra precaution and to keep my desktop 
Outlook up to date with contacts, tasks and appointments etc. 

| an happy to answer any questions for you if | can... 


Kind regards 
Adéle 


October 3, 2007 
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The Flow Model 
Balancing Challenge and Skills 


Have you ever been so 
involved in doing something 
that you lost track of time? 


Everything around you - from 
the ringing of phones to the 
people passing in the hallways 
- seemed to fade away. 


Your attention was focused 
entirely on what you were 
doing, and you were so 


dth igh Flow is when tasks seem effortless, challenging, 
engage that you mig t even and rewarding - all at the same time. 


have missed lunch. © iStockphoto/sandsun 


You felt energized, even joyful, about what you were doing. 


Most of us have had this experience at one time or another. 
Psychologists call this "flow." When it happens, we lose our sense of 
self, and move forward on instinct, completely devoted to the task 
before us. 


In this article, we'll examine flow in detail by looking into the Flow 
Model. We'll review how the model can help us understand why we 
find some tasks much easier than others. We'll also look at how you 
can use the ideas behind the Flow Model to experience flow more 
often, so that you can be more productive. 


The Flow Model 


The Flow Model (see Figure 1) was first introduced by positive 
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. He wrote about the process of 
flow in his book "Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience." 


Note: 


Csikszentmihalyi published his book in 1990, but didn't publish this 
version of the model until 1997. 


Figure 1. The FLOW Model 
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The model shows the emotional states that we're likely to experience 
when trying to complete a task, depending on the perceived difficulty 
of the challenge, and our perceptions of our skill levels. 


For example, if the task isn't challenging and doesn't require a lot of 
skill, we're likely to feel apathy towards it. But facing a challenging 
task without the required skills could easily result in worry and 
anxiety. 


To find a balance, and to perform at our best, we need a challenge 
that is significant and interesting, and we need well-developed skills, 
so that we're confident that we can meet the challenge. This moves 
us to a position where we can experience "flow" (being totally 
involved and engaged in the activity). 


This state of flow is often observed in people who have mastered their 
business, art, sport, or hobby. They make whatever they're doing look 
easy, and they're totally engaged with it. 


10 Components of Flow 


How do you know when you're experiencing flow? Csikszentmihalyi 
identified 10 experiences that go with the state of being in flow: 
Having a clear understanding of what you want to achieve. 
Being able to concentrate for a sustained period of time. 

Losing the feeling of consciousness of one's self. 

Finding that time passes quickly. 

Getting direct and immediate feedback. 


Experiencing a balance between your ability levels, and the 
challenge. 


7. Having a sense of personal control over the situation. 


Ll 


8. Feeling that the activity is intrinsically rewarding. 
9. Lacking awareness of bodily needs. 
10. Being completely absorbed in the activity itself. 


Remember that all of these factors and experiences don't necessarily 
have to be in place for flow to happen. But you're likely to experience 
many of them when flow occurs. 


Three Conditions 


Csikszentmihalyi also identified three things that must be present if 
you want to enter a state of flow: 


1. Goals - Goals add motivation and structure to what you're doing. 
Whether you're learning a new piece of music or creating a 
presentation, you must be working towards a goal to experience 
flow. 


2. Balance - There must be a good balance between your 
perceived skill and the perceived challenge of the task. If one of 
these weighs more heavily than the other, flow probably won't 
occur. 


3. Feedback - You must have clear, immediate feedback, so that 
you can make changes and improve your performance. This can 
be feedback from other people, or the awareness that you're 
making progress with the task. 


Using the Flow Model 
To improve your chances of experiencing flow, try the following: 


* Set goals - Goal setting © is important in experiencing flow. 
Learning to set effective goals can help you achieve the focus 
you need. 


¢ Improve your concentration - Many things may distract you 
from your work, and achieving flow is more difficult when your 
focus is interrupted. Use strategies to improve your 
concentration © so that you're more productive and focused 
during the day. 


¢ Build self-confidence - If you don't have confidence in your 
skills, tasks may seem much harder than they actually are. Our 
article 
Building Self-Confidence © will show you how to develop 
yourself for success. 


¢ Get feedback - Remember, feedback is an important 
requirement for flow. Make sure that appropriate technical 
feedback systems are in place, and learn how to give and 
receive feedback © so that you can help yourself - and others - 
to improve. 


¢ Make your work more challenging - Consider strategies such 
as job crafting ©, and explore ways of creating more job 
satisfaction ©. 


Tip: 


Remember that simply increasing the amount of challenge 
doesn't guarantee flow. Csikszentmihalyi stressed that you 
experience flow only when you perceive the right 
opportunities. It happens because you're in the right 
mindset, not because you have "perfect conditions." 


¢ Improve Your Skills - Doing a personal SWOT Analysis ©, 
can help you identify the skills that you need to work on to be 
successful. You can then develop a plan for improving your skills 
to help you complete more challenging tasks. Our Personal 
Development Plan Workbook guides you through this process 
in more detail. 


¢ Coach yourself - If you don't have a mentor or coach to help 
you through challenging tasks, learn how to coach yourself ®. 


Note: 


No matter how much you love your job, it's almost impossible to 
experience flow in every task that you do! Our articles 
Overcoming Procrastination ©, Motivating Yourself ©, and Is 
This a "Morning Task"? @explore strategies to help you 
complete less desirable, yet essential, tasks. 


The Inverted-U Model 


There's a potential conflict of ideas between the Flow Model and the 
Inverted-U Model - a popular and widely respected model that 
helps explain the relationship between performance and pressure. 


In the inverted-U graph, the vertical axis represents someone's level 
of performance, while the horizontal axis represents the pressure that 
he or she is under. According to the model, there's a "perfect 
medium" of pressure where people perform at their best. 


The Flow Model doesn't explain the loss of performance that occurs 
when pressure is too high - for example, when we're scared, or when 
we're overwhelmed by work. At these times, your productivity can 
drop and negative emotions like anxiety will increase dramatically. 


By using both of these models together, you're most likely to be able 
to enter and enjoy the state of flow. 


Key Points 


Flow is a state we reach when our perceived skills match the 
perceived challenge of the task that we're doing. When we're ina 
state of flow, we seem to forget time. The work we do may fill us 
with joy, and we lose our sense of self as we concentrate fully on 
the task. This is the state that we're in when we're doing our best 
work, and when we're at our most productive. 


The Flow Model shows the relationship between task complexity 
and your perceived skill level. You can use the model to discover 
why you're not achieving flow. It can also help you discover 
whether you need to improve your skills, or increase the challenge 
or certain tasks, to help achieve flow. 


Did you find this article helpful? » 


No 


= 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


ay 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Yolande wrote 
Hi all 


What a great article! Going through those 10 components of flow, 
| really nodded in agreement with each of them. Something that 
stood out very clearly for me, is lacking awareness of bodily 
needs. I'm usually very aware of getting or being hunger, but 
when I'm busy with something that where | experience flow, I'm 
hardly ever aware of getting hungry and if | am aware of it, I'm 
able to ignore it. 


Sam, interesting observation of tasks not being done as good by 
people whom we delegated those tasks to... 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


September 24, 2010 


sam_dubai wrote 


This article reveals why we feel uninterested in what we do 
despite the fact that we do is important for us or for our 
companies. It is the gap between the skills and challenges that 
really affects our interest in doing the job. 


This also explains why when we don't always get results from 
subordinates we have delegated tasks to. Amongst other reasons, 
perhaps we delegate tasks that are too challenging for them or 
perhaps they are too easy for them that they get bored. Finding 
the balance should be the solution. 

Good article! 

September 24, 2010 
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Pickle Jar Theory 


Make Your Schedule Work. Leave Time for Fun! 


"Pickle Jar Theory" uses the 
analogy of an empty pickle jar 
to think about how we use the 
fixed amount of time available 
to us each day. If we think of it 
as we plan our schedule, we 
can get important work done 
while still leaving time for the 
small things that make life fun. 


Imagine a Huge Empty © iStockphoto/Ekely 
Pickle Jar... 


Firstly, forget about time management altogether, and just imagine 
that you have a huge empty pickle jar (think of the largest pickles you 
have ever seen). Now, imagine filling the jar with golf balls. And, 
when you get it to the point you think it can hold no more, try adding 
another golf ball or two. 


Even though it seems full, you're not done yet. You're going to now 
squeeze in a handful of marbles. Give your pickle jar a shake and as 
the golf balls and marbles start to settle and create more room, add 
in a bit of sand. Now, fill your pickle jar to the tip-top by adding back 
in some of the pickle juice. 


What This Means 


Now, back to time management. 


Sure, this analogy seems simplistic, even elementary. But think of it 
like this: Each of us has many large priorities in our life (represented 
by the golf balls), as well as things we like to do (the marbles). We 
have other things we have to do, like the sand. And finally, we have 
time stealers, the things that simply clutter up our lives and seem to 
seep in everywhere: pickle juice. 


Consider your order of priorities and apply the obvious symbolism 
here. In doing so, you filled the pickle jar starting with golf balls and 
put the pickle juice in last, and were able to achieve a (to some 
extent) a balanced mix of tasks. 


However if we fill our jar with pickle juice first, there's no room for 
anything else unless we're happy making a real mess! 


Looking at the pickle jar, it becomes apparent that balance is needed 
to address priorities and to make time for things we enjoy doing, all 
the while working to remove the unnecessary clutter. Sure, you may 
need all of the "objects" in the pickle jar, from the gold balls to the 
enjoyable activities, if you're going to do your job well and feel 
fulfilled. The theory takes this into consideration and shows just how 


we make time for everything and how everything simply "fits" where 
it is supposed to fit. 


And, just as important, it shows the importance of "not sweating the 
small stuff" - or the sand and pickle juice. 


Applying Pickle Jar Theory 


So think about your own daily to-do list. Chances are you have 
something scheduled every half hour or every hour, Monday through 
Friday. And perhaps even your weekend is filled with activities with 
your family and friends. 


Now, take a CLOSER look at your daily to-do lists. How much time is 
wasted lingering at the office water cooler catching up with 
colleagues, returning emails that do not require a timely response, 
etc.? And, does your schedule allow for problems that may occur at 
the office or something unexpected that may require your immediate 
attention? 


Is there a time in your schedule that is wasted? Are there ways to 
manage your time that will make you more productive? Give your 
schedule or to-do list a very, very honest look and ask yourself these 
questions. 


Now, apply the Pickle Jar Theory. 


Would you benefit from setting aside time first thing in the morning to 
determine what the day's "golf balls" were? Try scheduling in times 
when "golf balls" should be addressed or completed and let the lesser 
priorities, the unexpected things that seem to just pop-up, fill in the 
gaps left in the pickle jar. 


According to the Pickle Jar Theory, this approach you will better 
manage your time and have more of it. And, the good news is that 
you will have the time needed to get everything done while still 
having more time for the activities you enjoy. You will complete your 
"golf balls" and feel more relaxed as your schedule actually begins to 
flow better. 


Did you find this article helpful? *» 


No 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members say... 


Yolande wrote 


Personally | have found that if | complete my ‘golf balls' first (as 
and when possible) | really do find it a lot easier to get much more 
done - simply because of the mental difference it makes. 
However, it isn't always possible to tackle all the 'golf balls’ first 
and then | need to prioritise the 'marbles' - something | do find 
difficult at times. But, with practise and by learning when | usually 
have more energy and when my concentration is better it is now a 
lot better than it used to be. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


October 8, 2010 
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The Urgent/Important Matrix 
Using Time Effectively, Not Just Efficiently 


Your boss has asked you to 
prepare an important 
presentation for the next board 
meeting. 


the presentation together, your 

workload is already high, and 

you have a number of other 

"urgent" tasks on your To-Do 

List. You're anxious, you can't 

concentrate, and everything It's urgent, but is it really important? 
seems to distract you. © iStockphoto 


You only have a few days to put ons 
y y p Ne 0S 


Time stressors are the most pervasive source of pressure and stress 
in the workplace, and they happen as a result of having too much to 
do, in too little time. So, how can you beat this stress, and deliver the 
things that really matter to do a good job? 


The Urgent/Important Matrix helps you think about your priorities, and 
determine which of your activities are important, and which are, 
essentially, distractions. In this article, we'll look at how you can use 
the Urgent/Important Matrix to manage your time effectively. 


What Are "Urgent" and "Important" Activities? 


Great time management means being effective as well as efficient. 
Managing time effectively, and achieving the things that you want to 
achieve, means spending your time on things that are important and 
not just urgent. To do this, and to minimize the stress of having too 
many tight deadlines, it's important to understand this distinction: 


¢ Important activities have an outcome that leads to the 
achievement of your goals, whether these are professional or 
personal. 


e Urgent activities demand immediate attention, and are often 
associated with the achievement of someone else's goals. 


Urgent activities are often the ones we concentrate on; they demand 
attention because the consequences of not dealing with them are 
immediate. 


Note: 


The idea of measuring and combining these two competing 
elements in a matrix has been attributed to both former US 
President Eisenhower and Dr Stephen Covey. 


Eisenhower's quote, "What is important is seldom urgent and what 
is urgent is seldom important," sums up the concept of the matrix 


perfectly. This so-called "Eisenhower Principle" is said to be how 
Eisenhower organized his tasks. As a result, the matrix is 
sometimes called the Eisenhower Matrix. 


Covey brought the idea into the mainstream and gave it the name 
"The Urgent/Important Matrix" in his 1994 business classic The 7 
Habits of Highly Effective People 9. 


How to Use the Tool 


The Urgent/Important Matrix is a powerful way of thinking about 
priorities. Using it helps you overcome the natural tendency to focus 
on urgent activities, so that you can keep clear enough time to focus 
on what's really important. This is the way you move from 
"firefighting" into a position where you can grow your business and 
your career. 


Here's how it works: 


The matrix can be drawn as shown in figure 1, with the dimensions of 
Importance and Urgency. 


Figure 1 - The Urgent/Important Matrix 


High 


“important Goals” “Critical Activities” 


Importance 


“Distractions” “Interruptions” 


Low Urgency High 


Follow the steps below to use the matrix to prioritize your activities: 


1. The first step is to list all the activities and projects that you feel 
you have to do. Try to include everything that takes up your time 
at work, however unimportant. (If you manage your time using a 


To-Do List © or Action Program ®, you should have done this 
already.) 


2. Next, on a scale of 1 to 5, assign importance to each of the 
activities. Remember, this is a measure of how important the 
activity is in helping you meet your goals and objectives. Try not 
to worry about urgency at this stage. 


3. Once you've assigned an importance value to each activity, 
evaluate its urgency. As you do this, plot each item on the matrix 
according to the values that you've given it. 


4. Now study the matrix using the strategies described below to 
schedule your priorities. 


Strategies for Different Quadrants of the Matrix 
Urgent and Important 


There are two distinct types of urgent and important activities: Ones 
that you could not foresee, and others that you've left to the last 
minute. 


You can avoid last-minute activities by planning ahead and avoiding 
procrastination. 


Issues and crises, on the other hand, cannot always be foreseen or 
avoided. Here, the best approach is to leave some time in your 
schedule to handle unexpected issues and unplanned important 
activities. (If a major crisis arises, then you'll need to reschedule other 
events.) 


If you have a lot of urgent and important activities, identify which of 
these could have been foreseen, and think about how you could 
schedule similar activities ahead of time, so that they don't become 
urgent. 


Urgent and Not Important 


Urgent but not important activities are things that stop you achieving 
your goals, and prevent you from completing your work. Ask yourself 
whether these tasks can be rescheduled, or whether you can delegate 
them. 


A common source of such interruptions is from other people in your 
office. Sometimes it's appropriate to say "No" to people politely, or to 
encourage them to solve the problem themselves (our article ""Yes' 
to the Person, 'No' to the Task" © will help here ). Alternatively, 
try scheduling time when you are available, so that people know that 
they can interrupt you at these times (a good way of doing this is to 
schedule a regular meeting, so that all issues can be dealt with at the 
same time.) By doing this, you'll be able to concentrate on your 
important activities for longer periods of time. 


Not Urgent, but Important 


These are the activities that help you achieve your personal and 
professional goals, and complete important work. Make sure that you 
have plenty of time to do these things properly, so that they do not 
become urgent. And remember to leave enough time in your schedule 
to deal with unforeseen problems. This will maximize your chances of 


keeping on schedule, and help you avoid the stress of work becoming 
more urgent than necessary. 


Not Urgent and Not Important 


These activities are just a distraction, and should be avoided if 
possible. Some can simply be ignored or cancelled. Others are 
activities that other people may want you to do, but they do not 
contribute to your own desired outcomes. Again, say "No" politely, if 
you can. 


If people see you are clear about your objectives and boundaries, 
they will often not ask you to do "not important" activities in the 
future. 


Key Points 


The Urgent/Important Matrix helps you look at your task list, and 
quickly identify the activities you should focus on. By prioritizing 
using the Matrix, you can deal with truly urgent issues, at the 
same time that you keep on working towards important goals. 


Did you find this article helpful? A 


No 


Yes 


Where to go from here: Next article 


ap 


on Print 


Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


Hi stongbabay, 
Many of us find it challenging to manage all the different projects 


and goals we have on both a professional and personal level. 


One of the key things to remember is our priorities. How 
important are each of your projects and goals? How do they fit 
into the overall big picture of your life? 


For example, with learning English ... what will the benefits be to 
you once you have attained a certain level? What impact will it 
have? Looking at the reasons why you are doing something can 
help to determine your priorities. 


If you are doing it so you open up new possibilities for work or 
travel then that might be more of an incentive to dedicate time on 
a regular basis to the study. If however you are interested in 
learning the language to help you access more information for 
personal interest, then perhaps you set time aside for this learning 
on an occasional basis. 


You can ask yourself the same questions for all projects and goals, 
and then determine the amount of time you want to allocate to it. 


How would that approach work for you for both work and personal 
goals? What difference would it make using that approach? 


Midgie 


December 20, 2011 


stongbabay wrote 
[quote="Yolande":3t7nnv7y]Hi stongbabay 


You sure raise an interesting point here - to deal with long term 
situations from the urgent/important framework. 

Just to get back to your specific situation: are you under pressure 
to learn the new language for a specific project or something...or 
is it just on a personal level something that you want to get done 
as soon as possible? 

| look forward to hearing from you. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


Thank you for your reply , 

Now | am working for a small company that just established for 1 
year doing e-commerce business, | thought it is a great chance for 
me to learn a lot form this company ,however , due to the 
structure of the employees and strategy of our company ,Neither | 
can feel myself improvement in this year , nor i can do any 
challenge things while | am the person who loves challenges. | 
have been always go abroad for further study quite a long time 
,but | failed because of poor time management skills ,but the idea 
has been strengthened in my mind after | read lots of articles in 
my this website. Currently | was study hard in English and prepare 
for GMAT test and TEM8 (English Major Test in china) , which sort 
of overwhelmed me , what confused me the most is | don't know 
what the outcome will be if | put so much energies on my English , 


| fear if | soend not enough time | can not make it ,or | spend a lot 
of time on it while ignored other things such as work ,health etc. , 
How am | suppose to do that | can measure the long-term goal ,or 
exact time | would spend on these goals. 


December 20, 2011 


Yolande wrote 
Hi stongbabay 


You sure raise an interesting point here - to deal with long term 
situations from the urgent/important framework. 

Just to get back to your specific situation: are you under pressure 
to learn the new language for a specific project or something...or 
is it just on a personal level something that you want to get done 
as soon as possible? 

| look forward to hearing from you. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


December 19, 2011 


stongbabay wrote 


| still have problem with this article , sometimes things do not go 
smoothly ,it's hard to tell when | could finish the tasks because 
the task cannot simply measured ,for example ,long-term learning 
such as learning foreign language ,it would spend you lot of time 
on it, i do not know what kind of level | would get in the end if | 
just follow my to do list and the slow progress would make me 
very anxious which may also impact other things | want to do at 
the same time. 


So how am i suppose to do that could make me to cope with this 
problem? 


December 19, 2011 


Rachel wrote 
Hi All 


Great time management means being effective as well as 
efficient. So you have to spend your time on things that are 
important - not just urgent! 


You can balance these two types of tasks with the Urgent/ 
Important Matrix - click below to find out more! 
http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/ 
newHTE_91.php 


Best wishes 


Rachel 


July 26, 2011 


sam_dubai wrote 
Hi Midgie and Billy, 


As you said the best way is to involve my manager in the 
prioritization process whenever he pops up with a new task. When 
he understands how his interruptions can negatively affect my 
work priorities he will be reluctant to delegate anything to me 
without discussing it with me first. 


Thank you all for your important suggestions and | appreciate 
your feed back. 


Sam 


September 28, 2010 


Dianna wrote 
Hi Billy - welcome to the forums! It's great to hear from you. 


| love your suggestion about "standard work". The process 
reminds me of a great tool we have for dealing with work overload 
called Job Analysis ( http://mindtools.com/community/pages/ar ... 
TCS_02.php ) . It is so important to figure out your true priorities. 
You are very fortunate you have such a supportive boss and that 
you can work together to keep on track. 


The Job Analysis technique is a good one to try and | highly 
recommend it as a way to better differentiate your important and 
urgent tasks. 


Thanks again for the great tip Billy! 
Dianna 


September 28, 2010 


b_c_w wrote 


Hi Sam, 

| experience this on a regular basis. Up front my manager and | 
recognize this occurs and we talked about ways to address this 
issue. Our solution was to create standard work for my position. 
Standard work gives me the opportunity to ask the questions 
"what's important, what's urgent and what will we set as the 
priority". My manager has his standard work which helps keep 
both of us on track. 

Our standard work states what our responsibilities and 
expectations must be to accomplish our roles. Part of my 


responsibility is to make time to meet or talk with my manager to 
ensure we are focused on the priorities. 
| hope this is helpful. 


Billy 


September 28, 2010 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Sam, 

| was in exactly that situation before ... | was working away on 
things, getting things done, and then my manager wanted me to 
drop everything and do the more important task. It was frustrating 
until someone shared a good strategy with me! 


Each time my boss came to give me something new, I'd reply that 
| would be happy to do this new job, and then ask them what 
would then like to let slide from my other priorities. It put the 
decision in their hands as to what my 'new' priorities would be and 
if a deadline for something important had to be moved. 


Initially this strategy caused a bit of friction because my boss 
thought | was being difficult. However when | explained that | was 
simply unable to meet at my deadlines with the new job on top of 
it and wanted their input to re prioritize my tasks, it did become 
easier. Sometimes, the 'new job' wasn't so important / urgent after 
all! 


Anyone else ... ideas? 
Midgie 


September 28, 2010 
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To-Do Lists 
The Key to Efficiency 


Do you often feel 
overwhelmed by the 
amount of work you have 
to do, or do you find 
yourself missing 
deadlines? Or do you Flash 
sometimes just forget to 
do something important, 
so that people have to 
chase you to get work 
done? 


How to write prioritized To-Do Lists, 


All of these are symptoms with James Manktelow & Amy Carlson. 


of not keeping a proper 

"To-Do List." To-Do Lists are prioritized lists of all the tasks that you 
need to carry out. They list everything that you have to do, with the 
most important tasks at the top of the list, and the least important 
tasks at the bottom. 


By keeping a To-Do List, you make sure that your tasks are written 
down all in one place so you don't forget anything important. And by 
prioritizing tasks, you plan the order in which you'll do them, so that 
you can tell what needs your immediate attention, and what you can 
leave until later. 


To-Do Lists are essential if you're going to beat work overload. When 
you don't use To-Do Lists effectively, you'll appear unfocused and 
unreliable to the people around you. When you do use them 
effectively, you'll be much better organized, and you'll be much more 
reliable. You'll experience less stress, safe in the knowledge that you 
haven't forgotten anything important. More than this, if you prioritize 
intelligently, you'll focus your time and energy on high value 
activities, which will mean that you're more productive, and more 
valuable to your team. 


Keeping a properly structured and thought-out To-Do List sounds 
simple enough. But it can be surprising how many people fail to use 
To-Do Lists at all, never mind use them effectively. In fact, it's often 
when people start to use To-Do Lists effectively and sensibly that they 
make their first personal productivity breakthroughs, and start 
making a success of their careers. 


Preparing a To-Do List 


To start preparing your To-Do List, download our To-Do List 
template. (Writing your list down on paper or putting it into a 
document is the simplest and easiest way to start using To-Do Lists.) 
Then follow these steps: 


Step 1: 


Write down all of the tasks that you need to complete. If they're large 
tasks, break out the first action step, and write this down with the 
larger task. (Ideally, tasks or action steps should take no longer than 
1-2 hours to complete.) 


Note: 


You may find it easier to compile several lists (personal, study, and 
workplace To-Do Lists, for example). Try different approaches and 
use the best for your own situation. 


Step 2: 


Run through these tasks allocating priorities from A (very important, 
or very urgent) to F (unimportant, or not at all urgent). 


If too many tasks have a high priority, run through the list again and 
demote the less important ones. Once you have done this, rewrite the 
list in priority order. 


Using Your To-Do Lists 


To use your To-Do List, simply work your way through it in order, 
dealing with the A priority tasks first, then the Bs, then the Cs, and so 
on. As you complete tasks, tick them off or strike them through. 


You can use To-Do Lists in different ways in different situations. For 
instance, if you're in a sales-type role, a good way to motivate 
yourself is to keep your To-Do List relatively short, and aim to 
complete it every day. 


In you're in an operational role, or if tasks are large or dependent on 
too many other people, then it may be better to focus on a longer- 
term list, and "chip away" at it day-by-day. 


Many people find it helpful to spend, say, 10 minutes at the end of 
the day, organizing tasks on their To-Do List for the next day. 


Tip: 


Once you're comfortable using To-Do Lists, you can start 
differentiating between urgency and importance. For more on this, 
see our article on the Urgent/Important Matrix ©. 


Using Software 


Although using a paper list is an easy way to get started using To-Do 
Lists, software-based approaches can be more efficient in spite of the 
learning curve. These can remind you of events or tasks that will soon 
be overdue, they can also be synchronized with your phone or email, 
and they can be shared with others on your team, if you're 
collaborating on a project. 


There are many time management software programs available. At a 
simple level, you can use MSWord or MSExcel to manage your To-Do 
Lists. Some versions of Microsoft Outlook, and other email services 
such as Gmail, have task lists and To-Do Lists as standard features. 
Remember the Milk is another popular online task management 
tool that will sync with your smartphone, PDA, or email account. It can 
even show you where your To-Do List tasks are on a map. Other 
similar services include Todoist and Toodledo. 


One of the biggest advantages to using a software-based approach to 
manage your To-Do List is that you can update it easily. For example, 
instead of scratching off tasks and rewriting the list every day, 
software allows you to move and prioritize tasks quickly. 


Tip: 


All of us think, plan and work differently. A program that works well 
for a colleague might not work well for you simply because you 
learn and think in your own way. This is why it's useful to research 
and try several different ways of compiling your To-Do List before 
deciding on a single system. 


Examples 


To-Do Lists can help you stay on top of important projects and piles of 
undone tasks or decisions. 


For instance, imagine you're heading a team that's working ona 
large, complex project. There are so many tasks to do, and so many 
people doing them, that staying on top of it all seems overwhelming. 


You can use a To-Do List in this situation to help stay organized. You 
can structure your list by team member, writing out tasks and 
deadlines for every person on the project. Each day as you write out 
your own tasks that need completion, you can also check your Team 
To-Do List to see who's working on what, and if anything is due in that 
day. You can also include other tasks that you need to complete as 
part of your job. 


Or, imagine you're in a sales role and have a long list of people who 
you need to talk to. You write out a list of everyone you need to call 
and every client you need to see, and start prioritizing. 


You know that one client really keen on your product and is ready to 
buy, So you prioritize them with an "A" - this is a prospect that's really 
worth focusing on. Conversely, you know that another prospect is 
playing you off against several competitors, meaning that the you'll 
make less profit, and that there's a reasonable chance that you won't 
get the business. You prioritize this person with a "D". It's worth 
making some effort here, but you should focus most of your attention 
on better prospects. 


Tip: 


To-Do Lists are particularly useful when you have a small number 
of tasks that you need to complete. However, they can become 


cumbersome when you have too many items on them, or when 
you need to progress multiple projects. At this stage, it's worth 
starting to use Action Programs ©, which are more scalable 
versions of To-Do Lists. 


Key Points 


To be well organized in the workplace, you need to be using To-Do 
Lists or Action Programs. By using them, you will ensure that: 
e You remember to carry out all necessary tasks. 


e You tackle the most important jobs first, and don't waste 
time on trivial tasks. 


e You don't get stressed by a large number of unimportant 
jobs. 


To draw up a Prioritized To-Do List, download our template and 
use it to list all of the tasks that you must carry out. 


Mark the importance of the task next to it, with a priority from A 
(very important) to F (unimportant). Redraft the list into this order 
of importance. Then carry out the jobs at the top of the list first. 
These are the most important, most beneficial tasks to complete. 


You can also use software-based approaches to manage your To-Do 
List. You can often access these from anywhere, and they can 
often be synced with your Smartphone or PDA. 


Download Workshe 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Dianna wrote 


Hi Bianca, 

Sorry you had trouble with the imbedded video. Here is the link to 
our video resources (you can find it on the "Other Resources" tab 
from the main menu): http://www.mindtools.com/community/ 
pages/main/videos.php The To-Do Lists one is listed in the Time 
Management section. 


Hope you have success this way. Let me know if you are still 
having difficulty accessing them. 


Dianna 


October 6, 2013 


robertsb wrote 


Hello. The article was great. | wanted to watch the video, but the 
link would disappear and leave a blank space as soon as the 
whole article loaded. Does anyone have the video link separately? 
Thanks, 

Bianca 


October 4, 2013 


Dianna wrote 


Action Programs like the one you describe and learned through 
the Bite Sized Training really are fantastic!!! | can't say enough 
good things about them and | don't think I've ever heard anything 
but glowing praise from people who have tried the method. 


Like you say, To-Do lists are very much a part of everyone's 
approach to time management. | think we'd be hard pressed to 
find someone who has never used such a list. The problem is that 
the list method itself isn't very effective unless it has some 
additional structure - and the system you have put together does 
that perfectly. 


Let us know if you try new things or find improvements to the 
system - we can always use good, practical tips! 


Enjoy your new productivity! 
Dianna 


July 21, 2011 


aia2011 wrote 


All my life | have been a "To-Do List" fan. | do this type of lists to 
remember what | need to do daily at work, but also in my personal 
life. | even use a "To-Do List" for cleaning. | guess it might give me 
a sense of accomplishment when | can cross out the "Vacuum" 
item. 

However, regular "To-Do Lists" were not very effective for me at 
work. 


Going through one of the bite-sized trainings that MindTools offers 
(Time Management), | came across a method to organize my work 
and my "to-do" tasks. 


| started to use a simple excel spreadsheet. In the first tab of this 
document, | list all my projects and for each project | write the 
next action, that is, what is the next big task to accomplish. Each 
project has a different background color. The second tab has list 
the different small tasks for that "next actions" with the same 
background colors than the listed projects. The second tab has 
also a due date for each task and indicates who is the owner of 
the task (myself or if it is delegated). After the small tasks from 
the second tab are completed for a specific project, | go back to 
my first tab to update the "Next Action" for the project that later 
will be divided into little tasks in my second tab. 


| have to thank MindTools for this great idea that helps me not 
only to keep track of my work, but to monitor the status of all my 
projects. 


July 20, 2011 


James wrote 

Hi Everyone 

We've given this popular article a review, and the updated version 
is now at: 

http://www.mindtools.com/community/page ... HTE_05.php 
Discuss the article by replying to this post! 

Thanks 


James 


January 14, 2011 


Yolande wrote 
Hi Don 


| really had to smile at your comment of your wife shaking her 
head - | shake my head at myself!! A prioritised to-do list does 
wonders for me as well and | get a huge feeling of 
accomplishment when | tick off item by item. It also gives me 
peace of mind because | know | won't forget anything since it's 
listed. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


May 14, 2010 


dp7622 wrote 


This tool is my life saver. | tried for years to make sense of my list 
of things to do but invariably I'd only get finished the stuff that | 
wanted to do. Others things would sit for weeks or even months. 
With a list that is prioritized | just work my way down and it gives 
me just the amount of structure and discipline | was lacking on my 
own. Funny how the smallest changes can make a big difference. | 
mean really, the items on the list are the same the order is just 
different. My wife just shakes her head but at least things get 
done now. 


Don 
May 13, 2010 
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Treasure Mapping 


Visualizing Your Goal for Greater Achievement 


When you want to achieve 
something really badly, have 
you ever tried closing your 
eyes and imagining yourself 
"there"? You touch it, feel it and 
see it clearly. You scan every 
detail in your mind's eye. 


This is a powerful and 
important technique for 
motivating yourself and 
building the self-confidence Make a picture of what you want. 
needed to achieve your goals. © iStockphoto/heidijpix 

Yet when you open your eyes, 

the vivid image starts to fade, and it can take real concentration to 
recreate your visualization each time you want some inspiration. 


What if you could keep hold of that vivid image and refer to it when 
ever you need a little motivation, or a reminder of what you are 
working towards? 


Treasure mapping is a simple tool to help you do just that. 
Visualization itself is a very powerful technique. And Treasure Mapping 
can be the icing on the visualization cake! 


It’s a very simple but effective idea: Treasure Mapping involves 
creating a physical representation or collage of what you want to 
achieve. It acts as a constant reminder and representation of your 
goals. And so it intensifies the effects of visualization, which acts on 
your subconscious mind to motivate and encourage you towards 
achieving those goals. 


Let’s say you have the ambition to get fitter and run a marathon: Your 
“treasure map” could include pictures of runners, people crossing the 
marathon finishing line, and athletes training hard; perhaps it could 
also include pictures of the foods that you need to eat (and those you 
need to avoid). 


If you are a salesperson with the ambition to beat sales records in 
your company, your treasure map could include a representation of 
the sales chart you hope to achieve, pictures of people signing deals 
with customers, pictures of your product standing proud; and perhaps 
a picture of someone receiving a prize. 


Using the Tool 


Your treasure map will represent how you visualize the achievement 
of your goals and your journey toward that achievement. 


The first step towards creating your treasure map is to clarify your 
goals and then visualize what will happen, or what you will have, once 


you have achieved the goal. (For further help on clarifying your goals, 
please refer to Mind Tools article on goal setting ®. 


Once you are clear about what you want to achieve, write it down in 
detail and start to visualize your achievement: Ask yourself questions 
such as: 


e What will | see when | have achieved my goal? 

e What will | have? What will | be? 

e How will | celebrate the achievement? 

e How will other people see me and what | have achieved? 


Now enjoy collecting images that represent this visualization and 
arrange these images on paper as a collage. These image of the 
ultimate achievement go in the most prominent position of you 
treasure map - at the top or in the middle. 


The next step is to visualize the journey towards achieving the goals. 
What will you have to do? What will you have to stop doing to achieve 
your goals? There may be important milestones or necessary 
sacrifices to achieving your goals. Visualize these too, and find 
images that represent them. Now arrange these on the collage too. 


Finally, paste the pictures of your goals, your journey towards them, 
and sacrifices on your collage. Make sure you arrange them in a way 
that helps imprint upon you the desire to achieve your goals. 


Hang your chart in a prominent place so that you see it daily: There it 
will help motivate and inspire you towards achieving your goals. 


Key Points 


Treasure mapping helps bring you goals to life and gives you a 
clear image of what you want to achieve and how you will achieve 
it. 

First clarify you goals and what you need to do to achieve them. 
Then visualize these. Choose images to represent how you see 
your achievement and make a collage; and use this as a constant 
reminder of what you want to achieve. 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Yolande wrote 


We use a similar technique with clients in therapy - using positive 
pictures to depict what a negative emotion can be turned into, 
such as anger turning into inner peace or bitterness turning into 
serenity. | just love the term "treasure mapping" - if you have a 
map to a destination it's hard not to reach it unless you're not into 
the journey!! 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


September 1, 2011 


mariarosa wrote 


Close your eyes and think about a juicy green lime or lemon. What 
are your feelings? has your mouth started to water yet? 
Visualization is indeed a very powerful tool and sometimes we 
discard these types of exercises because we consider them silly or 
to "leisurely". Set time apart, move away from your desk, go toa 
lovely place with your magazines, photos, etc. and try it. You 
might learn a lot of new things about yourself and your goals and 
be pleasantly surprised. Try it, it is great. 


September 1, 2011 


Midgie wrote 


This is a great tool to fire up the imagination and help you move 
towards your goal. It's great to have a clearly defined goal written 
out, yet having pictures to represent you achieving your goal can 
be a powerful incentive to keep you going, to keep you taking 
action and to draw you forward until you achieve what you want 
to achieve. 


So, get out those magazines, cut out those pictures and develop 
your own map of what you want to achieve and what you will gain 
when you gain there. 


Midgie 


February 22, 2010 
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Using Well-Formed Outcomes in 
Goal Setting 


Many of us set goals © at the 
beginning of a new year, at our 
annual performance reviews, or 
when something major 
happens, and we want to 
assess where we are and where 
we want to go. 


Yet sometimes, even with the 
best of intentions, we grind toa 
halt with these goals. 


Build a clear image of success. 


Before we realize it, weeks and 
months have gone by - and we 
still haven't achieved the results we wanted. 


© iStockphoto/thesuperph 


So how can you give yourself the best chance of successfully 
achieving your goals and your dreams? 


One way to do this is to create a "Well-Formed Outcome" that 
motivates you to move forward. By building a complete picture of that 
goal, and creating a strong internal representation of it, you can make 
the difference that speeds you to success. 


The Well-Formed Outcomes structure is based on NeuroLinguistic 
Programming © (NLP) principles, and it was modeled from studies of 
successful people. It involves asking a set of questions that identify 
and clarify your intentions, actions, and thoughts, so that you can 
define your goal in a "well-formed" way. 


How to Use the Tool 


Follow these steps to achieve your goals faster. 


Step 1 - Define your outcome 


Explore what you want to achieve and clarify your goal using the 
SMART formula and a PURE perspective. 


SMART, seen below, is based on Edwin Locke’s goal-setting 
theory ©. SMART stands for: 


Specific Be specific about the outcome you want: 


e What, exactly, do you want to achieve? 


e Where do you want to be at the end of 
the process or journey? 

e Where, and with whom, do you want to 
achieve it? 


e Where, and with whom, do you not want 
to achieve it? 


Measurable * How will you know when you've 
achieved your goal? 


e What evidence will you have? How will 
you measure your progress? 


e What will you see, hear, and feel when 
you achieve your outcome? 


Attainable * Check to see if your goal is realistic. Do 
you have a good chance of achieving it? 


¢ Do you have, or can you access, the 
resources needed to achieve your goal? 


Relevant Is your goal in line with your priorities, 
objectives, and values? 


Time-bound By when, precisely, do you want to have 
achieved the goal? 


Now that you've defined your goal using the SMART formula, take 
another look at your outcome from a PURE perspective, and rewrite it 
as necessary. (The PURE formula was developed by Roger Terry and is 
outlined below.) 


Positive Put your goal into words as if you've already 
achieved it, and make it a positive statement. 
Don't say that you don't want something or that 
you can't do something. Ask yourself what you 
want instead or what would happen if you could 
do something. 


Under your Make sure that you can control all of the steps 

control in the process. As an example, a good goal is 
"Run the marathon in under 4 hours", while a 
poor goal is "Be in the top 1500 runners to cross 
the finish line." After all, you have no control 
over how many people enter the race, and how 
other people perform on the day. 


Right size Is your goal the right size for yourself or your 
organization? If you always achieve your goals, 
then make this one more difficult. If you don't 
often achieve your goals, consider making this 
one a little easier. 


Ecological * How will your outcome impact others, 
positively or negatively? 


e Will this outcome have any unintended 
consequences, either negative or 
positive? (See our article on Impact 
Analysis © to explore this in detail.) 


Step 2 - Check your current state 


We sometimes don't achieve our desired outcomes because 
something within us holds us back, and sometimes we may not even 
be aware of what that is. So, until you ask yourself the right 
questions, you may not know that you need to change your attitude 
or your approach. 


Here are some questions to help you uncover any hidden blocks: 


e What do you get if you don't achieve your outcome? Are there 
any physical, emotional or psychological "pay-offs" that you get if 
you fail to achieve your goals? 


e Do you need to give up or change anything to move toward your 
outcome? 


e Are there any practical limitations - for example, lack of time or 
resource - that may hold you back? 


e Are there any other circumstances that might block your 
progress? 


Once you become aware of these things, are there any actions you 
could take to eliminate or minimize these blocks? Then, allow yourself 
to move on, and focus your mind on moving forward. 


Step 3 - Create a strong internal representation 


Your mind cannot always tell the difference between what's real and 

what's imagined. So, if you create a strong internal representation of 
the sights, sounds, and feelings you'll experience when you achieve 

your goal, you can help yourself move toward that goal. 


Imagine that you're creating a movie of yourself during and after 
you've achieved your goal. Ask yourself the following questions to 
help create this movie. 


e Sight - What do you see? Create a mental "movie" of yourself 
achieving your goal, running from start to end. Make sure that 
this is as vivid and accurate as possible. 


¢ Sound - What do you hear? What will you say to yourself? What 
will others say to you? Incorporate this into your mental movie. 


e Feelings - What do you feel? What are the physical sensations 
of being there, and what positive emotions are you experiencing? 
Add these too. 


Step 4 - Create a well-formed outcome 


Once you have your outcome, ask yourself these questions to explore 
and connect with your goal further: 


e How will you know when you've achieved your outcome? What 
are your measures of success or benchmarks for achievement? 
(This picks up and develops the SMART goals you set in step 2.) 


e What resources do you need to achieve your outcome? Are other 
people involved? How do they need to contribute? 


¢ What will happen when you achieve your goal? How will it benefit 
you? Identify at least three benefits of achieving your goal. 


e¢ How will achieving your outcome affect other areas of your life? 
e What will happen if you do not achieve your goal? 

e What will not happen if you achieve your goal? 

e What will not happen if you do not achieve your goal? 


Step 5 - Integrate your outcome 


Now enrich the movie you created in step 3 with the additional details 
you gleaned from step 4. 


Imagine the place, the people, and the sights and sounds and feelings 
you will experience. In your mind, walk, talk, and behave as if you are 
there now. 


After you experience your movie, return your attention to the present 
time, and start taking the actions now that will move you forward. 


See our articles on Treasure Mapping © and Visualization © for 
more on how mental rehearsal techniques can help you achieve your 
goals. 


A Well-Formed Outcomes Example 


Step 1 - Define your outcome 


It is now July 1, 2010, and I've become more confident and 
comfortable in my role as training manager with XYZ Company. | 
inspire a team of 10, and we all enjoy one another's successes in 
delivering new courses to new clients who give us very positive 
feedback (on average, "highly satisfactory" ratings). 


When | achieve my goal, | will have developed my management and 
leadership skills, and | will have spent at least one hour each week 
learning and applying new skills. | will have met each individual team 
member on a biweekly basis to stay up-to-date on each person's 
projects and to provide guidance and motivation. 


Looking at this with the PURE formula, this is stated positively, it's 
under my control (1 will advise the team of their biweekly meetings 
with me), it's the right size (this is a new role for me, and I'm happy to 
continue to lead the team without any major new initiatives or 
changes), and it's ecological (we will all benefit from working within a 
motivated and inspired team). 


Step 2 - Check your current state 


If | don't achieve this outcome, | will still perform adequately and it 
will be easier to let things simply continue as they are because 
everyone knows what they're doing. However, the team may not 


achieve the average "highly satisfactory" rating from clients. The 
general feeling might not be inspired, energized, or motivated. 


| need to create time for developing my own leadership and 
management skills, and time for meeting with each member of my 
team on an individual basis. 


There are no other circumstances that might block my progress. 


Step 3 - Create a strong internal representation 


e What will | see? A lively, energetic office. 


e What will | hear? Laughter; and people having fun, yet working 
hard. 


¢ What will | feel? Satisfaction that | can make a difference to my 
team and our clients. 


Step 4 - Create a well-formed outcome 


Q: How will you know when you've achieved your outcome? What are 
your measures of success or benchmarks for achievement? 

A: | will know I've achieved the outcome when we're delivering 
results, the feedback from clients is "highly satisfactory," and team 
members are beating their performance targets. 


Q: What resources do you need to achieve your outcome? Are other 
people involved? How do they need to contribute? 

A: Necessary resources include time to study and to get to know 
team members on a more personal level. 


Q: What will happen when you achieve your goal? How will it benefit 
you? Identify at least three benefits of achieving your goal. 

A: | stand a good chance of receiving a bonus for meeting targets. | 
will be pleased that clients have developed their skills as a result of 
our courses, and this will give my work more meaning. By being a 
better manager, my team members will be more loyal to me, so we'll 
have lower staff turnover - and that's good for me because training 
new staff takes up a lot of time that | would rather spend developing 
new courses. 


Q: What will happen if you do not achieve your goal? 
A: We could lose our grant from the government skills development 
authority. 


Key Points 


To help you achieve your goals - and your dreams - start by 
writing a SMART goal. Check that your goal is PURE by making sure 
it's positive, under your control, right-sized and ecological; and 
check your current state by ensuring that you've eliminated any 
internal barriers that might stop you from achieving that goal. 


Then use mental imagery to create a strong internal 
representation of what you will see, hear, and feel when you 
achieve your goal. Then ask further questions to ensure that your 
goal is well formed. 


All of this helps you develop a strong, powerful, motivating and 
compelling goal, and makes it one that you'll work hard to achieve. 
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Ask questions, or share your experience 


What members Say... 


Midgie wrote 


Hi aries17, 
Glad to hear that you found the article useful. 


Doing the visualization of how you want to be, what's around you 
and how things are going on on a regular basis will help them 
come a reality! Visualization, or mental rehearsal, is a very 
powerful technique to achieve your goals in life and well worth the 
time. 


So, take a few minutes break each day, and imagine ... make your 
future dream a present fact by assuming the feeling of the wish 
fulfilled now. 


Let us know if there is anything we can do to help you even more 
to make your dreams and goals a reality. 


Midgie 


June 11, 2012 


Dianna wrote 


Great work! Now it's important that you keep moving forward and 
not letting yourself stall. Any plans for doing that? 


Dianna 


June 11, 2012 


aries17 wrote 


Excellent article..Wrote down some points and can relate it to my 
goals. 

Found it very useful and imagined myself atleast for a minute how 
i want to be, what's around me and how things are going on.. 


June 9, 2012 


Midgie wrote 


Hi anjalishree, 

Linking motivation to our goal setting definitely helps give us the 
incentive to do all we need to do to achieve the goal. If we haven't 
connected to our motivation, then we are simply going through 
the motions, doing the actions without really feeling inspired by it 
all. 


If you are interested in goal setting, and getting support, 
encourage and have a place to get ideas, why not come into the 
Goal Coaching area and share some of your goals. We're all happy 
to provide our thoughts and ideas, and to encourage you every 
step of the way! 


Hope to see you around. 
Midgie 


November 17, 2011 

anjalishree wrote 

This is a good reasoning for why we need to set SMART 
goals.Linking motivation to goal setting. Like the article..one more 


step towards GOALSETTING. 


November 16, 2011 


bigk wrote 
Hi 


smart goals are something | have tried to add to many areas not 


just in goal setting and achievement, it is a useful reminder and to 
evaluate after using or before using the techniques to get further 
learning and progress. 


Like Bree | am going to use it again this year at year end to 
evaluate and define the next few months goals ahead. 


Bigk 


December 15, 2010 


Yolande wrote 

Hi there Soheil Azad 

Welcome to the forums - it's really great to see you posting. 

Tools & articles about goal settings are always so welcome...it's an 
area of life that really has an influence on everything we do (or 
don't do!). 

We'd love to hear more of your experience with goal setting and 
how you manage to apply this, simply because we can all help 
and learn from one another by means of the forums. 

Have a great day and | sincerely hope we see you here often! 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


December 15, 2010 


soheilkhosh wrote 

Soheil Azad 

Hi, The article is magnificant in case of clarifying the matter, in all 
the articles related to goal setting , completing each other very 
well, 

| will use them to set my goals clearly, 

Regards, 

Soheil Azad, 

MBA 


December 15, 2010 


Bree wrote 

Thanks for the 'refresher' on goal setting. We hear so much about 
SMART goals yet this takes things a few steps further by really 
adding more detail to what it is we want and why. 


Perfect for the beginning of the year when I'm looking at where | 


want to be by the end of the year! 


Bree 


January 4, 2010 


Valuing Your Time 
Finding Out How Much Your Time is Worth 


Do you know how much your 
time is worth? 


Unless you work in an industry 
where you bill clients by the 
hour, the answer may be "no," 
especially if you don't know 
about the many hidden factors 
that contribute to your hourly 
rate. 


However, it's important to 
attach a monetary value to 
your time, because it helps you 
focus on high value tasks and avoid activities that don't add much 
value. 


One way or another, time is always money. 
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In this article, we'll look at why you should value your time, and we'll 
give you a quick calculator that helps you do this. 


The Benefits of Costing Your Time 


There are several reasons why it helps to know how much your time is 
worth, whether you work for yourself or for an organization. 


For instance, when you know the value of your time, it's easier to stay 
motivated © and focused on your work. It also alerts you to issues 
such as procrastination ©, excessive interruption ©, and 
maladaptive perfectionism 9, all of which harm productivity and 
waste time. 


Knowing the value of your time also helps you think about which 
lower-value tasks you should delegate ©, outsource ©, or avoid 
altogether. You can then focus your time on the high-value, high-yield 
tasks that will make the biggest difference to your organization and to 
your career. 


To estimate the value of your time, enter the figures below. Then, 
click the button at the bottom of the form to calculate the 
approximate value of your time. 


Estimating the Value of Your Time 


1. Enter your yearly salary: $| 0 


2. Enter the yearly cost of your $|0 


employment benefits: 
Tip: 
To calculate the total yearly costs of your benefits, look at your end- 


of-year tax statement, your employment contract, or a pay stub; or 
make an intelligent guess. 


Make sure that you account for all your benefits. These could include 
medical, dental, and vision insurance; life insurance contributions; 
tuition or training reimbursement; retirement contributions; or other 
perks such as a company car or gas allowance. 


3. Enter the employer's payroll tax: ) % 
Tip 1: 


The payroll tax that your organization pays for you will depend on 
the country, state, or region that you live in, and will likely be a 
percentage of your salary and employment benefits. (Your human 
resources or accounting department will have this information. You 
may also be able to get this online, or from your local tax office.) 


Tip 2: 


If you can't get hold of this figure now, estimate 10 percent. 


4. Enter your share of rent, light, heat, $|0 


equipment, and so on: 
Tip: 
Your organization spends money on the workspace that you use, as 


well as on the energy needed to heat, cool, and provide electricity to 
that space. 


How much your organization spends yearly on these items will likely 
be difficult to find, so, you can estimate 10 percent of your salary for 
this cost. (Based on the salary you entered above, this is $0.) 


5. Enter the cost of other overheads: $|0 


Tip: 


Your organization invests in an infrastructure that supports the work 
you do (for example, IT support, administrative support, and the 
assistant at the front desk). 


The costs for overhead and support services may be difficult to find, 
so estimate 40 percent of your salary for this cost. (Based on the 
salary you entered above, this is $0.) 


6. Enter the profit expected from your $| 0 


work: Tip: 


This will vary depending on your sector or industry. Some 
professional services companies, for example, want to see a 50 
percent profit on the work their people do. (Based on the salary and 
costs you entered above, this is $0.) 


7. Enter the total possible working days 0 days 
each year: 


Tip: 


This is the number of days you work every week, multiplied by 52 
(weeks). So, if you work five days a week, this figure is 260. (We'll 
look at vacations below.) 


8. Enter your vacation (annual leave) 0 days 
days each year: 


9. Enter paid public holidays each year: 0 days 
Tip: 


For information on public holidays in specific countries, see our 
Managing Around the World section. 


10. Enter training and other days away 0 days 
from the workplace: 


11. Enter your working hours each day: 0 hours 


Click Here to Calculate the Value of Your 


Note 1: 


You will probably have made a number of guesses while doing this 
calculation, which is fine in many cases. If you need the value of your 
time to be precise, talk to your HR or accounting departments. 


Note 2: 


If you're self-employed, you can use a similar approach to work out 
the hourly value of your time; however, make an appropriate 
allowance for the time that you will take to sell your services and run 
your business. (This may take a lot of time!) 


Using Your Hourly Rate 


Once you've worked through these calculations, you should end up 
with a reasonable estimate of how much your time is worth - this may 
be a surprisingly large amount! 


This figure shows you the average value you should aim to deliver 
with your time, if you want to be a satisfactory performer. If you want 
to be a high achiever in your organization, you should aim to offer 
substantially better value than this! 


In looking at your workload, think about a rough value for each of the 
things that you do. Where possible, your aim should be to concentrate 
on tasks with a value greater than the calculated value of your time. 
Then, eliminate, delegate ©, or outsource © tasks that have a 
lower value than your time, where you sensibly can. 


Tip: 


Once you know the cost of your time, you can use an app such as 
MeetingCalc to measure how much time you spend on activities 
like meetings. This can "shock you" out of holding low-value or 
poorly-focused meetings. 


Key Points 


There are many good reasons why you should estimate how much 
your time is worth. 


For instance, this helps you understand what tasks you should be 
doing to be a good performer, and what tasks you should 


eliminate, delegate, or outsource. It also helps you stay motivated, 
and be more productive. 


To estimate the value of your time, you need to take into 
consideration things such as your salary and benefits, your 
employer's payroll tax, as well as other overheads. When you do 
this, you may be shocked by how high the value of your time is! 
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Bree wrote 
Thanks James for the reminder! 


| work for myself and the focus of what I do is about to change 
because | have just achieved a major project! Taking the time to 
look at all the things that | do and thinking of it in terms of cost 
will help me pinpoint those activities that | could outsource! 


Although it will cost me to outsource certain activities, the pay-off 
in the long run will be worth it because | can get on with more 
‘valuable’ activities. 


Thanks. 
Bree 


February 21, 2013 


James wrote 
Hi Everyone 


We've given this popular article a review, and the updated version 
is now at 


http://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/ 
newHTE_O1.php 


Discuss the article by replying to this post! 
Thanks 
James 


February 20, 2013 


Midgie wrote 


This is a great reminder to take a look at all the activities that you 
do, in order to decide what is worth doing or not. We can all 
occupy our time with activities that do not yield particularly alot of 
income ... even though we may enjoy doing them. 


When you are busy, have alot to do or work for yourself and want 
to know what is worth doing or not, costing our your time for each 
activity against the reward / income it brings can shed light onto 
how you could potentially refocus your efforts. 

| think this is particularly important when you work for yourself to 
determine whether you should continue doing a particular thread 
of your business or hire an assistant to help out! 

Has anyone had any major revelations when they'd done this 
exercise of costing their time? I'd be curious to see how people 
adjusted what they do. 

Midgie 

September 7, 2010 
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Visualization 


Imagining - and Achieving - Your Goals 


Have you ever wondered what 
Olympic athletes think about 
right before they compete? 


Imagine this for a moment: 
They're in front of thousands, 
or even millions, of people. 
They're feeling nervous, 
watching their competition, and 
considering all the things that 
might go wrong and how to 
avoid them. Picture what you want to achieve. 
© iStockphoto/DanDriedger 


Sounds reasonable, right? After 
all, that's probably what we would do in their position. 


However, if they did that, their odds of losing the competition would 
probably be quite high. Well-trained athletes know they should never 
visualize mistakes, especially right before a competition. Why? 
Because picturing, or visualizing, mistakes - imagining poor 
performance - increases the likelihood that the athletes will actually 
do those things during the event, even when they don't mean to. 


Instead, most top athletes are trained to visualize their goals right 
before a competition. They see themselves winning the game, 
running the fastest race, or scoring the winning point. They're trained 
to 'picture' what they WANT to happen, instead of what they DON'T 
want to happen. When they do this, their chances for success 
increase dramatically. 


This is the power of visualization - and you, too, can use this 
technique every day to help you achieve your goals and dreams. In 
this article, we outline what visualization is, and how you can start 
using it in your life. 


What Is Visualization? 


Visualization is simply a technique that you can use to create a strong 
mental image of a future event. With good use of visualization, you 
can practice in advance for the event, so that you can prepare 
properly for it. And by visualizing success, you can build the self- 
confidence you need to perform well. 


For instance, imagine you have a major job interview next week. 
You're nervous already, and it's easy to worry about giving poor 
answers to the interviewer's questions, speaking awkwardly about 
your past accomplishments, and forgetting your letters of 
recommendation. 


Does this sound familiar? We've all probably experienced negative 
thinking like this. 


However, instead of thinking negatively, you could use visualization 
to imagine that the interview goes well. You could picture yourself 
talking confidently, easily describing all of your past achievements, 
and providing letters of recommendation to the interviewer. That 
vision feels a lot better, doesn't it? 


Visualization offers several benefits: 


e Visualizing outcomes that you want can increase your 
confidence. 'Seeing' yourself succeed helps you believe that it 
can - and will - happen. 


e Visualization helps you ‘practice’ success. When you imagine 
every step of an event or activity going well, you get your mind 
and body ready to take those steps in real life. 


e Anyone can benefit from visualization. You don't have to be a life 
coach or personal development expert to use visualization to 
achieve your goals. 


How to Use Visualization to Achieve Your Goals 


The great thing about visualization is that you can use it in so many 
areas of your life. Do you want a promotion? Do you want to make 
more friends at the office? Do you want to start your own business? 


Visualization can help you in all of these areas. This is why so many 
highly effective people use the technique to help them achieve their 
goals and dreams. 


Follow these steps to start visualizing your goals. 


Step 1: Decide What You Want 


What do you want to focus on? Pick one dream or goal to start 
visualizing. For example, visualize a successful outcome to the 
presentation you're going to give next week. 


Step 2: 'Create' the Scene 


Start imagining the exact scene. Don't be vague or unclear - the more 
specific you are, and the more details you imagine, the better the 
visualization will work for you. 


Picture the scene as if you were there. What color are the walls? What 
are you wearing? Who is in the room with you? 


Make sure you use all of your senses in the visualization exercise. 
Sight, sound, taste, smell, touch - include them all so that you really 
bring your vision to life. 


In our example, imagine yourself standing in front of the group. 
Picture each team member's face, and what each person is wearing. 
Hear the sound of papers being moved around, the smell of fresh 
coffee, the sight of sunshine coming in through the office windows. 


Also, imagine what you're feeling and experiencing. You're confident 
and excited about the presentation you're about to give. You know 
that your team members will enjoy what you have to say, and will find 
value in the information you share with them. You're really looking 
forward to getting started. 


Step 3: Imagine Each Step Toward Your Successful 
Conclusion 


What will you have to do to make sure your presentation is 
successful? 


Identify each step that must take place for you to achieve your goal. 
And start picturing each step as part of your visualization exercise. 


For example, your presentation will open with an introduction. So, 
visualize yourself explaining to the group why you're giving the 
presentation, and what they'll get out of it. 


Visualize the talking points you'll use, and what you'll say for each 
slide. Picture your hand motions, and imagine looking directly at 
everyone as you speak. 


Go through the entire presentation in your mind, focusing on each 
step and how you'll feel. Remember, always focus on what you want, 
NOT on what you don't want. You want to feel relaxed and confident, 
not nervous or forgetful. So, focus on the positive feelings, and avoid 
the negative ones. 


Step 4: Visualize Daily 


If your presentation is two weeks away, then aim to do a complete 
visualization at least once a day until the actual day arrives. 


It's important to be consistent, because regular visualization can 
convince your brain that what you imagine is actually the truth. The 
more you visualize something, the stronger that vision becomes - and 
the higher the likelihood that you'll get what you want. Why? Because 
you've done it already. 


Visualizing daily is just like training for a marathon, or perfecting a 
golf swing. The more you practice, the more familiar your body (or 
your mind) will become with those specific 'motions.' You're literally 
training your mind for a successful outcome. 


The great thing about visualization is that you can do it anywhere: on 
the train to and from work, at night before you go to bed, or while 
you're having your morning coffee. 


More Visualization Tips 
Here are more things to try with visualization: 


¢ Choose a quiet environment - Do your visualization exercises 
in a quiet place. This allows you to focus on the experience and 
get the greatest benefit from it. Every time you're interrupted, it 
takes longer to get back into the full visualization. 


¢ Write down one sentence that describes the outcome you 
want - Post this statement somewhere that's easily visible, on or 
near your desk. This keeps the positive outcome right in front of 
you, where you'll think about it often. If you can, repeat the 
sentence out loud several times a day. 


¢ Find an image that represents your visualization - This 
could be something you print off the Internet, or cut from a 


magazine. In our presentation example, it might be a picture of 
someone talking confidently in front of a group. Put this image 
someplace that's easily visible - on your desk, saved on your 
computer's wallpaper, and so on. This is another tool to help you 
visualize your desired outcome while you're working. 


Key Points 


Visualization is a useful technique that helps you reach your goals 
and live your dreams. It works by getting your mind and body 
ready for what you want to happen - and, just like exercise, the 
more you do it, the stronger it becomes. Aim to practice your 
visualization exercises daily in a quiet place, and make sure your 
visualizations are as detailed as possible. Remember - always 
focus on what you want to happen, NOT on what you don't want to 
happen. 
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Midgie wrote 


Hi G. 

Thanks for those examples about focus and visualization ... be 
that in sports, in work or in life. If we all were to begin with the 
end in mind, particularly a fabulous end, then there would be 
more successful and happier individuals out there! 


Visualization and having a clear goal / outcome in mind is an 
extremely powerful technique to use that can boost anyone's 
success rate! Yes, you still have to have the technical skill and 
knowledge to do something, yet with positive and powerful 
visualizations of the outcomes, you can accelerate your success 
rate!! 


Here's to having a positive and powerful day! 
Midgie 


August 4, 2009 


kiwigreen wrote 
Thanks Midgee, 


| have been lucky to have worked with world cup ski racers and 
some professional tennis players. Of the athletes | have worked 
with, it is often not the best technicians who win. It is the ones 
with the best focus. 


Erwin Stricker, a crazy Italian World Cup skier, who started in the 
top 15 in Slalom, Giant Slalom and Downhill, told me his success 
secret. He admitted he was not a great technician - (you should 
see his trophy cabinet...) 


He would go off to the side of the starting area at each race, he 
would start breathing slowly and deeply until he felt quiet, putting 
away the fear, the press, the fans and the pressure. Then he 
would see himself winning the race, he said " if | could not 
visualize winning the race, there was no point in even starting" 


Like wise, one of our greatest tennis players, Wilhelm Bungert, 
told me that even if he played 3 poor shots in a row, he had to put 
the past behind him and focus on the next shot. That turned many 
a game around for him. 

Related to life and work: 

1. Start whatever you do with a fabulous end in mind. Don't start 
luke warm with a maybe or "see what happens", it wont take you 
anywhere fast. 


2.Let past "mistakes" be. Get present and start with a fresh focus, 
what you think and do now matters! 


cheers 
G. 


July 31, 2009 


Midgie wrote 


Hi Kiwigreen, 
Welcome to the Club and thanks for the example of how to 


develop that focus. It sounds easy ... to only one's attention ona 
flame for 20 seconds ... however | know how hard it can be. Yet, 

with practice we can all develop that kind of focus necessary to 

get into that place whereby the use of visualization can be even 
more powerful! 


Hope to see you around the forums with more interesting ideas 
and suggestions. 


If there is anything | can help you with, just let me know. 
Midgie 


July 30, 2009 


kiwigreen wrote 
Hi all, 


The turbo charger for visualization, is focus. 
So what is focus? 


Holding a symbol, scene, picture or word in your frontal lobe... 
( that's the front part of your brain that makes the pictures ) 


Sounds easy, but here is the test... 


Get a candle, get comfortable and focus on the dark part of the 
flame, see if you can do 20 seconds, without getting distracted, by 
time, your body, your thoughts. 


When you can hold the stillness, just looking, you will be in trance. 
There you have the doorway to your subconscious. Bring up your 
visualization, it doesn't need much, a word, a picture - just look at 
it in your frontal lobe. Then the magic turbo kicks in, you 

have the full attention of your subconscious. It will recognize your 
determination and willpower and program your dream for you. It 
will lead you to the people, places, things, times and events that 
you desire. 


G. 


July 30, 2009 


Yolande wrote 
Hi yowser 


Welcome to the Career Excellence Club - it's great to see you on 
the forums so soon! | enjoyed the honesty in your posting - | think 
it is something that many of us tend to do very easily. It is 
imperative when working on projects that you do plan ahead for 
things that could possibly go wrong, but when visualizing...try and 
visualize things going right rather than wrong. | also think that 
there is a difference between anticipating what possible 
challenges could be and planning ahead as opposed to actually 
visualizing failure. When visualizing, you probably do visualize 


yourself as having a successful career! 

We would love to see more of you on the forums because this is 
where we all help and learn from one another. If you need any 
help around here, please don't hesitate to let me know - I'd be 
delighted to help you. 


Kind regards 
Yolandé 


June 13, 2009 


yowseryowser wrote 
| tend to visualize more along the line of what could go wrong 


rather than what to do right. Then | plan for all the things that 
could go wrong. 


But | do use this tendency for disaster planning and recovery in IT. 
Balance it, perhaps? 

Thanks 

yowser 


June 13, 2009 


Yolande wrote 

Hi all 

READ THIS ARTICLE! READ THIS ARTICLE! This is the best | can 
say, because visualization is one of the most powerful and 
profound things | have ever learnt to do in my whole life! Just read 
it and then do it... 


Regards 
Yolandé 


June 12, 2009 
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Working From Home 


Staying Focused Amid Distractions 


Mark's organization has allowed 

him to work at home three days F 
a week, and it's his first full day q 
of "telecommuting." i» 


He sets his computer up on his le 
dining room table, and is ready 
to get to work. 


Three hours later, however, 

he's shocked to realize that h. 
he's completed very little. 
What's he been doing? 


Make sure you're productive if you work from home. 
© iStockphoto/DNY59 

Well, he had to make coffee. 

Then he did a load of laundry, took a phone call from a friend, and 

sorted through the mail when it arrived. One thing led to another, and 

now he's really behind! 


Working from home can be incredibly productive. But it's also full of 
distractions. If you work from home, it's up to you to make sure you're 
doing a full day of focused, productive work. 


In this article, we'll discuss the benefits and challenges of working 
from home, and we'll provide some tips to help you be at your most 
productive during the day. 


Benefits and Challenges 
There are many benefits to working at home. For instance: 


e You can be more productive when you're not distracted by casual 
phone calls, impromptu meetings at your desk, or interruptions 
from other team members. 


e You can be more relaxed and have better morale because your 
schedule is flexible and fits your needs. This can lead to less 
stress. 


e You can save money, including the costs of commuting, lunches 
out and work clothes. 


e You'll have more time, as you won't need to commute to work. 


Of course, for all the benefits of working at home, there are also a 
number of challenges: 


e Working at home can be incredibly distracting if you're not self- 
disciplined, especially if family members are also around during 
the day. 


e Without interaction with team members, you can feel isolated. 


e You may find it more difficult to be productive when you're 
unsupervised. (This also includes "supervision" by the people you 
manage!) 


e Working from home can make it hard to separate work hours 
from off hours, causing you to work more. 


e People at the office can forget that you exist, meaning that 
you're not selected for interesting or high profile projects. 


Working at home is definitely not for everyone. Some people love the 
freedom and have the required self-discipline, while others need 
supervision to be effective, or yearn for the energy and camaraderie 
of a busy office environment. 


Tip: 


Our article The Big Five Personality Traits Model © can help 
you think about whether home working is likely to suit you. Your 
conscientiousness and extroversion scores are particularly 
relevant! 


Workspace 


Having a productive and comfortable workspace is particularly 
important when working from home: 


e Have a dedicated workspace - If you want to do your best 
work at home, then you need a dedicated workspace - preferably 
not your kitchen table! Ideally, this space should be a separate 
room with a door that you can close to shut off distractions. The 
more you make it feel like a real "office," the more productive 
you'll be. A room with a door also helps you stop working at the 
end of the day. When you close the door, it means you're "off 
work." 


¢ Get an ergonomic office chair - If your chair is uncomfortable, 
you'll probably find plenty of reasons to get up and go 
somewhere else. A high-quality office chair is one of the best 
investments you'll make for your home office. Your organization 
may even be able to contribute towards the cost. 


e Make sure your "office" is a place where you enjoy 
spending time - Put some effort into making your working area 
appealing to you. If this means painting the room or buying 
plants and artwork, then do it. 


Organization 
It's important to keep your home office organized 9: 


e Make sure your desk is big enough - This will vary, 
depending on the type of work you do. Keep essential tools in an 
area that you can reach from your desk; this reduces frustration, 
and avoids the need to get up repeatedly when you need 
something. 


¢ Tidy your desk daily - Spend a few minutes at the end of each 
day clearing off your desk and filing papers. This is especially 
important if you don't have a dedicated work area. 


¢ Organize your information - If you work on several different 
projects at once, it's easy to feel overwhelmed and disorganized 
because you're handling so much information. Our article on 


Action Programs © shows you how to stay organized when 
you're involved with several different projects. 


Time Management 


Good time management skills are essential for productive working 
at home: 


e Create structure for your day - Get up, take breaks, and quit 
working at the same time you would if you were at the office. 
This helps create a rhythm for your day and a sense of normalcy. 


* Prioritize daily tasks with a to-do list @ - Knowing that 
certain items must get done by the end of the day will help you 
avoid distractions. 


e Make a to-do list of "in between" items - These are tasks 
that won't take more than 10 minutes to complete. For instance, 
if you have a conference call 15 minutes from now, you can 
choose one of these shorter tasks that you can complete quickly. 


¢ Keep a timesheet - It's easy to lose track of how much time 
you've spent on a certain project or client. Avoid this by keeping 
detailed timesheets. By tracking your time, your organization will 
be able to see how you've spent it. You can also identify when 
you are most productive. To learn more about how to track your 
time effectively, see our article Accounting for Time 9. 


Communication 


As you're not "visible" in the office, communication is especially 
important when working from home: 


¢ Communicate effectively with your managers and co- 
workers - They need to know that you are, indeed, working 
productively and available, even when you're not at the office! If 
possible, redirect your office phone extension to your home 
phone. Alternatively, let people know how they can reach you 
when you're working at home. This is also important for 
customers and suppliers if they need to get hold of you. 


e« Use tools like Skype or instant messaging - These allow 
people to check in with you during the day if they have questions 
or need an update. You can always set your status to "busy" or 
"unavailable" if you want to focus on a particular piece of work. 


¢ Go into the office on a regular basis - Where possible, do 
make the effort to go into the office one or more days each week. 
Not only will this help you remind others that you exist, it helps 
with the social relationships that are such an important part of 
working in a team. 


Losing Focus 


Although you may, at first, enjoy the peace and quiet of working at 
home, over time it may become very isolating and you may feel 
lonely. You may start to miss the relationships and interactions with 
your co-workers, especially if you work at home full time. This, in turn, 
can hurt your productivity, and cause you to lose focus. 


There are several ways to overcome this: 


Find out what truly motivates © you - Do you love working 
from home? If so, then remember that your company might take 
away this privilege if you don't perform well. For many people, 
this is enough of a motivator to keep them focused during the 
day. 

Know your goals, and work on a project basis - Make sure 
that you have clear work and career goals that you're working 
towards. Also, try to structure your work so that you have clearly- 
defined projects that you need to deliver, and specific deadlines 
that you need to meet. 


Identify distraction - Are you doing household chores during 
the day? Is the TV on? Are friends and family constantly 
interrupting © you? Figure out what's causing you to lose focus, 
and develop strategies to overcome these things. Often this is as 
simple as shutting your office door. 


Get involved with your team - If everyone is going out 
together after work, time your days in the office so that you can 
go with them! It's important to continue to bond with your co- 
workers so that you don't feel cut off from the organization. 


Further Tips for Working From Home 


Train your children to let you work - Working from home with 
young children in the house can be especially challenging, and 
it's almost impossible to do work of any quality while you're 
looking after them. Make sure that you have appropriate 
childcare in place, and teach your children that when you're in 
your office, you're "away." Put a sign on the door to help them 
remember. If you have young children, use colors instead of 
words to let them know to "stop" or "go." (Don't be too rigid here: 
one of the real joys of working from home is, for example, being 
around to welcome your children home from school. Make sure 
that you take a little time to enjoy simple pleasures like these!) 


Beware the Internet! - If you find yourself drawn, for example, 
to Internet news sites, use some of the time you save commuting 
to read these in-depth before the start of the working day. They'll 
have little attraction if you've already read the most interesting 
content. And if you're still struggling, you can use tools like 
Freedom and Anti-Social to block Internet or social media 
access for a pre-determined length of time. 


Set alarms - If you tend to waste too much time on the Internet 
or with other distractions, then set an alarm clock or kitchen 
timer for one hour at a time. Do one hour of focused work - and 
when the alarm goes off, reward yourself with 5 or 10 minutes of 
doing whatever distracts you. Then set the timer for another hour 
of work. 


Dress in work clothes - You'll probably feel more productive if 
you dress just as if you were going into the office. 


Key Points 


Home working is becoming more and more common. When you're 
trusted enough to work from home, you must give your 
organization your best effort. 


Make sure you have a dedicated, comfortable workspace that you 
like. Schedule your day just like you would at the office. If you 
often lose focus, identify what's distracting you and try to 
eliminate it from your day. And, if possible, get involved socially 
with your team. Working from home can be isolating, so you need 
to make an extra effort to build your work relationships. 
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Midgie wrote 


| do think that spending the day on your own, with no distractions, 
is a great thing to do. Particularly if you are thinking about your 
goals for say 2012 or anything big in your life. The time away from 
your day to day distractions can help you stay focused on yourself 
and your outcome. 


I've been doing that for my 2012 goals and it's helped me to see 
more clearly what is important and what | want to achieve! 


My wish for everyone is to be able to find the time and create the 
space to spend time on their own - even for a short period to 
focus just on yourself! 

Midgie 


January 2, 2012 


Dianna wrote 


LOVE that tip!!! A day spent with yourself is a day well spent 
indeed!!! 


Dianna 


December 30, 2011 


jonathanr wrote 
This is great, thank you. 


We always make this can of errors when set goals, | want to add 
another mistake. To set Goals without think in it, | mean do not 
take your time to set goals | think is better to take a full day a part 
of all of everybody in the mountains or beach but alone, is Just 
one day you and your self. 


December 30, 2011 


Midgie wrote 


This is an excellent article with lots of tips on how to work 
effectively at home. Having worked from home for the past 7 
years, | have found that it is a learning process to find out what 
works for me. Just wished | had this article to help me identify the 
pitfalls, and offer suggestions to overcome them! 


Working at home is not for everyone - some get distracted 
because they are ‘at home' while others miss the social 
interaction. Finding a balance that works for you will ensure you 
remain productive and motivated in what you do! 

Midgie 

September 6, 2010 
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